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ABSTRACT
Reckoning With Privilege in Appalachia and Higher Education:
A Project of Critical Consciousness
Sarah Powell
This dissertation sought to interrogate the ways in which White, rural students from West
Virginia conceptualized diversity before, during, and since their transition to a large PWI in their
home state. Using Critical Whiteness Studies and intersectionality as driving theory, student
participants and I engaged in deconstruction of privilege through individual and culture circle
conversations. Then, participants engaged in self-reflection using codes established in Critical
Whiteness (White normativity, White complicity, epistemologies of ignorance) as well as
participant-drive codes that reflected other forms of identity-based power. Three waves of
reflection demonstrate the participants’ continued cycle of praxis (reflection, action, repeat) and
deconstruction of ways in which they unknowingly replicate stereotypes and protect privilege.
Implications for research, policy, and practice are discussed.
In Chapter 1, I outline the problem and purpose of the present research, which is followed
by an overview of literature that explores conceptualizations of diversity and Whiteness in
Appalachian and in higher education. Chapter 2 provides the conceptual frameworks that guide
the research—intersectionality and Critical Whiteness Studies—and integrates background and
critique on previous approaches to Whiteness studies to demonstrate how approaches to studying
White privilege/supremacy have evolved. In Chapter 3, I outline the methods and methodologies
that were deployed during this study, as well as a discussion of researcher positionality. Chapter
4 presents the results of the individual and culture circle conversations; this chapter also embeds
reflections and analyses of participants as demonstrations of their ongoing praxis. Finally,
Chapter 5 concludes the dissertation with a discussion of theoretical and methodological
implications as well as implications for policy and practice in higher education and communities
and schools; this chapter additionally explores opportunities to expand the current work.
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Chapter 1: Rationale
“At a time when much public discourse is caustic, fragmented, and devoid of real
meaning, universities must empower students to develop the ability to think critically and
understand compassionately, but also provide a forum for balanced discussion and debate about
issues of importance.
Universities also have a responsibility to create campus cultures free of racism, bias and
social injustice. We must encourage people to nourish change by recognizing and stepping
beyond their biases. We must forge inclusive communities, where everyone is valued and every
voice is heard. …
I ask that you spend time reflecting on the actions taken against our democracy and what
it means for our country. When you return to campus, consider how you can work with others to
show the world we are better than what they saw. I have no doubt what the world saw that
afternoon does not have to be what the world sees today, tomorrow, and every day forward. We
can pioneer change right here on our campus and throughout West Virginia.” (Gee, 2021)
These words were included in a university-wide email from Gordon Gee, President of
West Virginia University, on January 8, 2021. The email was sent to acknowledge the storming
of the Capitol that had taken place just 48 hours before, a culmination of growing racial tension
and political division that had been in a steady crescendo for the duration of Donald Trump’s
presidency. White privilege, its abuse, and the marginalization of People of Color very much
existed before Donald Trump took office, but his term in office brought about a further, even
more dangerous normalization of White supremacy. This appeared to be particularly true in
many rural, largely White communities, such as those nestled in parts of Appalachia and, more
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specifically, West Virginia (Catte, 2018). White supremacy also becomes accentuated when
combined with a perceived marginality that may be present among low socioeconomic status
communities.
Not only has White supremacy been more normalized in community settings, but it is
also necessary to examine in the context of education. Though higher education has historically
been intended for White middle-class men, the vast majority of Institutions of Higher Education
(IHEs), specifically Primarily White Institutions (PWIs) are making efforts to promote some
iteration of diversity on campus; however, this infrequently aligns with legitimate efforts to
address structural racism and inequity that continually privileges the White student population.
As Ahmed (2012) states, “racism is treated as a breach in the happy image of diversity” (p. 153).
Thus, as PWIs have scrambled to acknowledge and support their Students of Color in the midst
of racial unrest throughout the country, it begs the question of where the administrative lip
service stops, and White student responsibility and action starts.
Problem Statement
As recent political divisiveness continues to influence the racial tension in the United
States, much of the focus is placed on broad, systemic inequity. While there is a need to address
broader issues of power and privilege that are baked into many American institutions, there is
also a need for the White community to develop a deeper understanding of the ways our
privilege is protected and activated in various contexts. Valuable resources are available in
addressing White privilege, but there is a lack of research that explores the point(s) at which
Whiteness becomes activated and connects that to active engagement of participants in reflexive
processes. Moreover, while there is some work that has discussed Whiteness in Appalachia and
what it means to identify as Appalachian (Lewis, 1999; Margolies, 2012; Smith, 2004; Smith,
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2012), and research that has begun to tease out White students’ perceptions of diversity on
college campuses (Banks, 2009; Hikido & Murray, 2016; Warikoo & de Novais, 2015), there is a
gap in research that bridges these two contexts and authentically brings participants into the fold
in a critical interrogation of their own Whiteness in this space.
Purpose Statement
Though the region of Appalachia itself is far from a homogeneous space, many rural
communities in the central part of the region have seen a decrease of the Black population in the
last 20 years (Maps of Appalachia) and have only recently begun to experience a new influx of
diverse populations, many of which are representative of the growth of immigration spreading
from the southern United States (Margolies, 2012; Obermiller & Howe, 2001). This population
change influences the frequency and type of interaction that White folks in rural communities
have with People of Color 1 and therefore impacts their perception of their own White privilege.
Similar demographic shifts are evident in higher education in the region, particularly at West
Virginia University, the land grant institution of West Virginia. The purpose of the present study
is to engage with White, rural participants in interrogating and problematizing Whiteness and
privilege in the context of their transition from high school in rural West Virginia to a PWI also
in their home state. This work addresses a gap in research that, while acknowledging
Appalachian Whiteness as a unique construction based on insider/outsider presence, does not
explore the point at which that Whiteness (or, White privilege) is actively protected in the

Throughout this work, the term “People of Color” and iterations including (but not limited to) Students of Color
and Communities of Color will be used to include Black, Indigenous, and all other populations who do not identify
as White. While this term is inadequate to explore the various experiences of these different populations (as all
populations who are not White are certainly not a monolith), the decision to use this term was made to differentiate
between White and non-White groups while interrogating and unpacking concepts related to Whiteness and White
supremacy.

1
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presence of a new “Other.” Therefore, this work will be guided by four primary research
questions:
1) How have the participants experienced diversity in a rural Appalachian space?
2) How have the participants interpreted privilege in high school? College?
3) How do White, rural students interpret their journey to antiracism when their context is
White and is built for Whiteness?
4) In what ways is deconstruction through metacognition taken up and demonstrated by
participants during their process of praxis?
To interrogate these research questions, this project examined how the transition from high
school in rural, White communities to higher education has impacted White students’
interpretation of diversity and their own White privilege. I considered multiple categories of
identity including race, class, and place, understanding that participants’ identities are
intersectional, and those intersectional identities are influenced by their relationship to systems
of power and oppression. Because my identities in terms of race, class, and place are similar to
the rest of the participants involved, I joined in the present work of continued unlearning and
deconstruction of the hegemonic ways of knowing. The hope was that, both individually and
collectively, all participants are able to demonstrate an understanding of and willingness to
engage in the process of praxis that will contribute to micro-level change and movement towards
antiracism.
Overview of Chapters
Along with the introduction to the problem and purpose of the present research above, the
introductory chapter includes further rationale for the proposed research. This includes an
overview of existing literature on diversity and Whiteness in Appalachia as well as interpretation
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of diversity and Whiteness on college campuses. In Chapter 2, I provide the theoretical
frameworks that guide the present research, intersectionality and Critical Whiteness, and
integrates an overview of previous approaches to Whiteness studies to demonstrate how
approaches to studying White privilege/supremacy have evolved. Chapter 3 outlines the methods
and methodologies that have been deployed during the course of this study, as well as a
discussion of research positionality. In Chapter 4, I present the results of the individual and
group conversations with participants related to their experiences with diversity and
understanding of power and privilege; this chapter also embeds the reflections and analyses of
participants as a demonstration of their ongoing praxis. Finally, Chapter 5 concludes the
dissertation with a discussion of theoretical and methodological implications as well as
implications for policy and practice in higher education and communities and schools; this
chapter also explores opportunities for future work based on the findings from the current
dissertation.
Review of Literature
Diversity in Appalachia
History and Erasure of Diversity in Appalachia
Appalachia has historically been viewed as a region steeped in “coherence and
homogeneity” (Shapiro, 1978). Often, the title of “Appalachian” brings to mind stereotypical
images of White, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant mountaineers--a hardy people with deep-rooted
morals and individualism, which happens to be perpetuated with our own West Virginia
University mascot (a Mountaineer, donning a coonskin cap and toting a rifle). Typical in the
definition of most cultural groups, an “othering” process is used to construct an
“insider/outsider” identity binary; for Appalachia, this cultural construction surged in the late
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19th century, with reports such as those completed by William Goodell Frost (President of Berea
College, 1892-1893), who coined the term “Appalachian American” and spoke of his
“discovery” of these mountain folks (Shapiro, 1978, p. 119). Ironically, Frost’s initial motivation
behind working in education and specifically at Berea College was an interracial mission, to
“[teach] the races to live and work together, and to afford an object lesson to the whole country”
(Wilson, 2017). Goodell’s gaze shifted away from one marginalized group to construct a new
one, and therefore provide a new population for him to “uplift” and “fix.”
Leaders within a dominant group such as Goodell have continued to actively “other” the
region and people of Appalachia. The details of what this people group were thought to be
lacking--morality, modernization, money--contributed to a variety of solutions. As articulated by
Shapiro (1978), “[h]ow one viewed American continued to determine how one defined deviance,
and how one defined deviance continued to determine how one designed and defended programs
to deal with it” (p. 135). Such construction of a specific people group not only ignored the
experiences of indigenous people groups who had been present in the region for decades earlier
and were forced out by White settlers, but also began a pattern of erasure of the reality of
diversity throughout the mountainous region. The Appalachian Mountains became home to
countless immigrant groups from the early 20th century on, as natural resource and mineral
extraction industries such as coal laid claim to the region and created thousands of jobs for
anyone ready to work hard and take a piece of the “American dream.” As coal camps began to
form around the extraction sites, so continued the construction of Appalachian identity and the
push of assimilatory goals.
While those considered to be on the literal and figurative outside of Appalachia actively
constructed the region to be home to the backwards hill people who are imagined still today,
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there was also internal work being done by those in power to perpetuate the perceived (and
desired) homogenous experience of the Appalachian community. Though one of the main facets
of the presumed Appalachian experience is race, it is often overlooked that Whiteness (White
supremacy) is, too, a racial construction--it is typically most present as a concept when there is a
(literal and figurative) Black with which to compare it (Smith, 2004). The construction of
Whiteness did not, however, provide uniformity in experience for all White settlers in
Appalachia, particularly during the boom of the coal industry in the late 19th and early 20th
century (Scott, 2009). Present in the region was a rampant hypocritical, self-serving construction
of Whiteness, expecting White immigrants to assimilate to the identity of an American,
Appalachian coal workforce, while also allowing for a socioeconomic hierarchy to stay intact
that deemed immigrant Whites a collective second-class.
The construction of the myth of the region’s singular identity was perpetuated by coal
companies, utilizing their extensive control over every aspect of coal miners’ lives to ensure that
“others” knew their social place, economic value, and yet still worked to assimilate them, despite
the fact that no matter what linguistic or religious changes they made, these immigrant groups
would never truly be quite “American enough.” Just as the industrialists had entered into
Appalachia and assigned value to the land and resources it provided, so they assigned value to
the groups of people there who did not look like them and did not speak like them.
Early literature that fed into the hegemonic social and economic control within the region
not only reified the White-Scotch-Irish heritage of the region, but also served to “facilitate the
subordination of the Appalachian citizenry and the corresponding industrial exploitation of the
region’s abundant natural resources” (Stump & Lofaso, 2018, p. 102). Not only did this narrative
work to erase the presence of People of Color and Indigenous populations of the region, but it
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also perpetuated the “complex forms of race-, gender-, and class-based forms of subordination as
so-called ‘Appalachian whites” are coded in a complex and insidious manner” (Stump & Lofaso,
2018, p. 106). Subordination of Appalachian citizenry through this particular mythology
contributed to the defensiveness and perceived marginality of the region’s White population.
Current Perceptions of Diversity in Appalachia and Impact on Outmigration
Discussing diversity in the region of Appalachia requires delicate but firm
acknowledgement of the reality that Appalachia is majority White but not all White, while often
perceived as a homogeneously White space. Additionally, while the Appalachian Regional
Commission (2020) reports that the region continues to lag educationally and economically
compared to national averages, neither are those statistics indicative of homogeneity. There is
diversity in socioeconomic status throughout the region, which has contributed to the marked
versus unmarked Whiteness in the region. Rodriguez (2000) points out that scholars have a
“tendency to overlook differences within whiteness” (p. 13). Whether one carries a marked
Whiteness (for example, considered “White trash”) or not is often dependent upon an
insider/outsider perspective. What determines insider and outsider status is, like most other
components of identity, a fluid concept and is not something that can be clearly defined here.
However, regardless of how it is determined, it should always be acknowledged that Whiteness
itself has historically been so normed that White is not often recognized as raced; this is yet
another reason why explicit understanding of construction of White as a race--and, like
Populations of Color, are not monolithic in their makeup--is important.
Working against the notion of homogeneity in the region of Appalachia is evidence of
how identities are left behind and embraced through higher education as a type of facilitator.
College education, which is often viewed as a primary tool for social and economic mobility,
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affects how youth from economically distressed communities connect to community. Though
youth from rural communities may be encouraged by family to stay local, Terman (2020) points
out the extent to which urbanormativity draws youth (particularly those with some marginalized
identity) away from those rural spaces. Many of those same communities, though maybe
meaningful to the individual, lack the structure to support economic (and just as importantly,
social) opportunity. Such urbanormativity reflects the impact of globalization, which says to the
White rural community, “Your race is right, your place is wrong.”
Embracing the social and economic mobility that comes with pursuing a college
education often means accepting geographic mobility along with it, especially for youth from
rural Appalachia (Terman, 2020). Though the reality is that the region of Appalachia is
populated with “diverse racial, ethnic, class, gender, and sexual identities...many rural areas are
comparatively more homogenous than urban areas and overall tend to be more socially and
politically conservative” (Terman, 2020, p. 23). Rural community alignment with many
hegemonic norms is therefore in conversation with the number of youths who identify in any
marginalized population and elect to leave for a college education that touts room for growth and
affirmation.
Whiteness in Appalachia
Our modern understanding of race is rooted in the ongoing project of settler colonialism
(Quijano, 2008). Use of race as an instrument of social identification was (and is) a primary way
for Eurocentric ideology to be justified and replicated; thus, superiority was claimed over
Indigenous populations and enslavement of Black communities was rationalized. Appalachia is
no exception to this Eurocentric conquest and glorification of Whiteness. The close ties of power
to land ownership is highlighted and problematized when viewed through the lens of Whiteness.

9

Pearson (2013) notes that White occupation of land has been accepted as a justification of
Indigenous dispossession and has been fueled by “the reification of biblical mythology as
objective truth” (p. 167). In other words, an adoption of a Manifest Destiny ideology permitted
the White settler colonists’ determination that they deserved land (and subsequent opportunity,
power) over the Indigenous populations, and yet were able to indigenize themselves in a way that
prevented any new immigrant groups (especially those who were not White) from having any
comparable God-ordained access. As Quijano (2008) points out, “Western Europeans...imagine
themselves to be the culmination of a civilizing trajectory” (p. 191). There was no other
population deserving of domination before them, and there would never be after.
Despite the White Appalachian community ultimately being an active participant in and
beneficiary of settler colonialism, there are arguments made against the racial benefits that
proclaim the region an internal colony. This argument supports the indigenization of White
settler colonists in the region and allows them to develop “identities that imbue their lives with
meaning, render their situation sensible, valorize their existence, and provide models that
increase their status within settler society” (Pearson, 2013, p. 166). Use of verbiage such as
“valorize” stems from the commonly used trope in Appalachian studies that Appalachian
populations (“hillbillies”) are more negatively stereotyped than other social groups and
subsequently remain an oppressed minority (Pearson, 2013; Smith, 2004).
The Whiteness of Appalachia has been constructed and reproduced through the region’s
settler colonial history largely through an adoption of a “generic identity” and acceptance of the
region as a homogeneously White space (Smith, 2004, p. 43). How this particular Whiteness is
viewed is often dependent upon the lens of outsider or insider; while Scott (2009, p. 805) notes
that Appalachian Whiteness is often considered a “marked Whiteness...both stigmatized and
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idealized,” Smith (2004, p. 38) points out that “Whiteness in Appalachia has remained largely
‘unmarked’ and unremarkable...to Whites” (emphasis added). Smith (2004) goes on to argue that
race and class are “mutually influential,” and warns against historical and potential “failure to
situate pejorative stereotypes of white, working-class Appalachians within a larger critique of
racism and white supremacy, which is bypassed in favor of the inaccurate and highly misleading
position that ‘hillbillies’ are, in effect, a racial minority” (pp. 38-39). The defensive argument
that takes up an internal colony model to justify a classification as an oppressed minority
substitutes “class injury for racial oppression [which] leaves the exclusion of people of color
unaddressed, and the current racial order unchallenged” (Scott, 2009, p. 804).
Working-class Whites have been enabled in continuing to make this claim due in large
part to a social hierarchy that still relies upon Whiteness as the norm and “often [the] unspoken
category against which all other racialized identities are marked” (Panelli, Hubbard, Coombes, &
Suchet-Pearson, 2009, p. 357). Under the umbrella of Whiteness, however, remains the
intersection of race and class. At that intersection, the working-class community--particularly
that within rural Appalachia--encounters labels that mark them as “not quite White” or “White
trash,” identities that are taken up to, again, valorize their existence. Authors such as David
Wellman (1993) have been critical of work that foregrounds the struggles of communities
labeled as “White trash,” noting that such work “fails to account for the ‘positive’ side of ‘white
trash,’ the ‘white’ part” (Scott, 2009, p. 806). Scott (2009, p. 806) goes on to note that the
backgrounding of race in such an identity formation “neglects to note the ways in which white
privilege acts in the lives of poor whites… [P]oor white people experience both oppression and
privilege, sometimes at the same time.” The foregrounding of class-based oppression then
contributes to the collective embrace of the assumed racial homogeneity of the working-class
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community in the region, which preserves a sense of racial innocence and allowing for onedimensional victimization and valorization and reproduces the sense that this meritocracy and
Manifest Destiny carried out by a White working-class community preserves and reserves the
claim to land and subsequent power and opportunity.
Diversity on College Campuses
Institutions of higher education-- especially Primarily White Institutions (PWIs)--are of
particular importance to examine when considering definitions of diversity. Griffin,
Cunningham, and George Mwangi (2016) point out that “[c]olleges and universities often seek to
increase structural diversity, or the numerical representation of people of color, as a means of
improving campus diversity and climate” (p. 35). This focus of colleges and universities on race
as a numeric (and arguably objective) indicator of diversity, however, in no way guarantees that
pieces of student identity that are not physically presented will be actively recognized or
supported.
In a theoretical piece that examined the concept of diversity in Institutions of Higher
Education (IHEs) (here, used interchangeably with “PWIs”) and its relationship to White
property rights, Patel (2015) pointed out the distinct relationship that current efforts of promoting
diversity on campuses is deeply connected to White settler colonialism. Patel (2015) argues that
“contemporary initiatives for diversity... reflect a desire for the appearance of diversity without
unseating structural inequity” (p. 658). The conflict that is inherently present here is consistently
reified by the manifestation of the discourse of meritocracy that is embedded in systems of the
United States and IHEs alike. Despite the fact that education (especially higher education) is
often touted as space to level the figurative playing field, the myth of meritocracy that favors
dominant White populations impacts the perception of education as White property.
12

Harris’s (1993) seminal analysis of Whiteness as property highlights ways in which
White legal identities have been defined and designed to maintain a social order in which a
White status is considered to be the highest rank. While Harris’s (1993) piece is vital and now a
foundational in Critical Race Theory work (Bell, 1980; Crenshaw, 1988, 2011; Delgado &
Stefancic, 2001) it does not address manifestations and iterations of property rights are at work
outside of legal constructs. Patel (2015) notes that IHEs must be acknowledged as part of the
larger, continuous project of settler colonialism to which Harris (1993) speaks:
Through the most basic and visible connection to land, IHEs are state-sanctioned
manifestations of the land rights bequeathed by a settler colonial government and opened
only to those who are named as rightful beneficiaries and shareholders of this property.
(Patel, 2015, p. 663)
Though colleges and universities have in name evolved from their origin of spaces of ministerial
education for White, privileged men, the favorability of this population in practice has remained
unchanged. Even the expansive establishment of land grant institutions through the 1800s
(including WVU), intended to address social class inequity, mostly benefited the White, landowning population.
The systemic racism embedded in IHEs further enables the preservation of White
students’ settler vantage through interaction with faculty of color. McGowan (2000) found that
African American faculty reported White students regularly challenging their authority and
critiquing their instructional effectiveness. Lazos (2012) notes negative course feedback as an
example of the challenges that faculty of color face in working with White students, stating that
when students sit in a class and have to hear a viewpoint from a feminist teacher or a
critical race theorist that clashes with their worldview, he or she cannot escape so the
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most convenient way to deal with this unpleasant classroom experience is to disparage
the professor, his or her abilities, and the teaching approach. (p. 182)
As White students challenge faculty of color in such ways and it goes unchecked by the
institution, this serves to perpetuate the maintenance of IHEs as White property (Patel, 2015).
Though higher education is still an overwhelmingly White space, racial diversity is
continuing to increase on many college campuses. Banks (2009) argues that there is value in
interrogating how White students are understanding and taking part in this shift, and found that
most respondents (59.6%) viewed Whites as a part of diversity. Individual responses within that
perception, however, ranged in ways that Whiteness was interpreted as part of the larger
diversity-shift process. Banks (2009) notes that
some respondents simply stated that “They are one part; each culture has a part” or
“White should be a part of diversity but not dominate it.” One respondent seemed
concerned that Whites might not be included in the concept: “They belong. Just because
they are in the majority doesn’t mean they should be excluded when talking about
diversity.” (p. 152)
A small percentage of respondents contradicted the participatory, inclusive sentiment, with one
stating that “We don’t create [diversity]. Minorities do. We’re the majority, so we don’t bring
diversity” (Banks, 2009, p. 152). There are insufficiencies with the liberal multiculturalism
(seeking to celebrate differences) expressed in the majority of responses, and this smaller
percentage fails further to acknowledge White as being a socially constructed race itself. It
maintains Whiteness as the norm which serves to actively other all that is not White;
additionally, it again only recognizes race as a factor in diversity. If White students bring no
diversity, then there is a total erasure of all other pieces of individual identity.
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The findings by Banks (2009) reflect the argument of Patel (2015) that White students
desire symbolic diversity without addressing root issues of settler colonial/systemically racist
design of IHEs. This is further evident in a study Hikido and Murray (2016), where the
researchers interrogated ways in which White students protected Whiteness through diversity
discourses. The study noted several contradictions in White students’ interpretations of diversity,
first of which was their definition of diversity as both engendering pluralism while also erasing
difference (Hikido & Murray, 2016). These findings speak to the fact that many White folks who
consider themselves racially progressive equate colorblindness with not being racist, as well as
the foundations of liberal multiculturalism that celebrates differences among populations without
interrogating structures that replicate oppression. Warikoo and de Novais (2015) submit that
those who maintain a colorblind lens “suggest that race has little social meaning, often citing
equal rights legislation, the decline of overtly racist attitudes and overall growing prosperity for
many Black Americans” (p. 861). Colorblindness leads to the belief that one should ignore racial
differences and is often an individualist approach (Warikoo & de Novais, 2015). The
contradiction continues when the same study pointed out that White students felt it would be
problematic for Whiteness to be explicitly named in classroom settings, which would “violate
colorblindness rather than… [referencing] the overarching mosaic ideal” (Hikido & Murray,
2016, p. 397).
In a somewhat complementary study, Griffin et al. (2016) explore what diversity means
to Students of Color. Studies have often focused on interpretation of campus climate through a
racial lens, but there are few studies that have differentiated the perceptions of native (here,
indicating being born in the US) Black students from immigrant Black students. Griffin et al.
(2016) point out that Black immigrant students (particularly first-generation immigrants) have a
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stronger connection to their ethnic heritage and therefore maintain a broader definition of
diversity than their native Black peers. This is an interesting finding, somehow both parallel to
and juxtaposed against the perceptions and definitions of diversity among White students. The
Black students in the same study noted that even the organizations that were specifically for
African or Caribbean students were “exclusionary and unwelcoming,” requiring a certain level of
perceived authenticity to validate their participation (Griffin et al., 2016, p. 43). This highlights
the important question of who gets to determine or validate authenticity in any aspect of identity.
Broadly-accepted macro categories (such as race) do not account for the nuanced presentation
within individual or group identity that may be deemed as “enough.”
While many of the studies discussed here begin to tease out the problematic perceptions
of diversity on college campuses, there are few that work to actively take the next step in asking
student participants to see and name White privilege and engage in a reflexive process that
encourages the development of a critical consciousness. In the Freirean tradition, a critical
consciousness foregrounds efforts to develop a deep understanding of the world, particularly
workings of social and political contradictions; the goal of developing a critical (or liberatory)
consciousness, then, is to leverage that understanding to take actions against oppression that is
illuminated by the new consciousness (Freire, 2000). This is a shortcoming of much research that
describes and explores issues of injustice but fails to actively continue the cycle of praxis, which
includes reflection, action, returning to reflection again, and so on. Such research serves to reify
the academy as a space of privilege. In the next two chapters, I will explore how this next step of
praxis can be taken through the research process and truly be a project of critical consciousness
for researcher and participants alike.
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Chapter 2: Conceptual Frameworks
This chapter provides an overview of two distinct but closely related frameworks that
will guide the design of the data collection and analysis. To thoroughly frame the interrogation of
how perceptions of marginality and diversity among rural, White students shift during the
transition to higher education, multiple aspects of identity must be acknowledged: race, class,
and place. The dynamic of how these identities interact and the systems of power they reflect
necessitates that first the theory of intersectionality be defined. Then, there is a comparison of
approaches to Whiteness studies that explores how the conceptual frameworks in this field have
evolved, including Helms’ White Racial Identity, White Racial Consciousness, Racial Literacy,
and Critical Whiteness Studies. Lastly, a framework for applying Critical Whiteness Studies to
college student development is provided.
Intersectionality
Kimberle Crenshaw (1989) coined the term intersectionality, introducing it as “a heuristic
term to focus attention on the vexed dynamics of difference and the solidarities of sameness in
the context of antidiscrimination and social movement politics” and exposing the shortcomings
of single-axis approaches (Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013, p. 787). Rooted in Black feminist
thought, intersectionality highlights that various systems of power and their effects do not exist
independent of one another. Rather, these systems co-produce one another, creating unique
interactions and experiences within social hierarchies (Hill Collins, 2019).
Both Cho, Crenshaw, and McCall (2013) and Hill Collins (2019) point out that
intersectionality has no single, firm way it has been or should be applied. It can be taken up as a
set of “investigation[s] of intersection dynamics,” “discursive debates about the scope and
content of intersectionality as a theoretical and methodological paradigm,” or the “political
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interventions employing an intersectional lens” (Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013, p. 785).
Overall, intersectionality is encapsulated most appropriately as an “analytic sensibility” (Cho,
Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013, p. 795). This succinct definition provides an important foundation
for the purposes of this study, as intersectionality is taken up here as both a theory and as applied
dynamic analysis.
Another reason for the difficulty in naming intersectionality as a single-component
approach is because of the nature of praxis that is inherent within intersectionality as a critical
theory. Because intersectionality is intended as a catalyst for social change, there must be a
reciprocal process of examining how practice informs theory, and how theory informs practice
and community organizing (Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013). Expanding on this important
definition, Hill Collins (2019) reminds academics and activists alike that ideas alone do not
foster social change, but ideas along with self-reflection drive action. Intersectionality is also a
key tenet of Critical Race Theory (Bell, 1980; Crenshaw, 1988; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001) and,
subsequently, Critical Whiteness Studies (Mills, 1997; Applebaum, 2016), which will be
explored further in the following section.
Whiteness Studies
An important piece of understanding and applying a Whiteness Studies framework is
acknowledgement of the breadth of types of racism. Jones (1972, 1981) identified three types of
racism:
a) individual, that is, personal attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors designed to convince
oneself of the superiority of Whites and the inferiority of non-White racial groups; b)
institutional, meaning social policies, laws, and regulations whose purpose is to maintain
the economic and social advantages of Whites over non-Whites; and c) cultural, that is,
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societal beliefs and customs that promote the assumption that the products of White
culture (e.g., language, traditions, appearance) are superior to those of non-White
cultures. (Helms, 1990, p. 49)
The variety of ways in which racism actually manifests itself based on this definition is directly
in line with DiAngelo’s (2018) argument against a racist/not racist dichotomy, but this is
problematized through White perception of what it means to be racist. Terry (1981) argued that
being White in America meant not having to consider race because White is considered a norm,
and therefore, not raced. Not considering one’s own race to be racialized--and subsequently
having an assumption of neutral racial identity, neither a positive or negative perception-inherently prevents appropriate praxis.
Helms’ White Racial Identity Development
Helms’ (1990) White Racial Identity Development Theory (WRID) focuses on the stagebased development of what is deemed a healthy racial identity. Helms’ (1990) WRID includes
six stages: contact, disintegration, reintegration, pseudo-independence, immersion/emersion, and
autonomy. These stages mirror models of “minority identity development,” which is
problematized later.
The first stage of WRID is contact. One of the most familiar tropes associated with this
initial stage is “color blindness.” An individual in the contact stage does not consciously
demonstrate racist behavior. As a White individual, they benefit from “institutional and cultural
racism without necessarily being aware” of those automatic and immediate benefits (Helms,
1990, p. 55). The amount of time an individual remains in the contact stage is mostly dependent
upon the amount and types of interactions that the White individual has with Black or Indigenous
People of Color (BIPOC).
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As one begins to understand their own Whiteness (and possibly some of their privilege
therein), the individual moves from the contact stage into the disintegration stage. At this point, it
is likely that the individual has had some experiences with race that conflict with prior
assumptions or other interactions. Emotions such as guilt and shame result from the emergence
of dissonance as personal responsibility--and being caught between humanity and oppression-begins to be recognized.
The following stage of WRID is, intuitively, reintegration. Here, a version of White
identity is fully realized. This stage is characterized by anger, interpreting the difference in
privilege among White and BIPOC communities being a direct result of what is deserved or
earned. Focus on the myth of rugged individualism reinforces the beliefs in this stage, and
defensives and protection of White privilege are taken up.
Ability to work against the defenses salient in the reintegration stage allows the
individual to progress to pseudo-independence. At this point, the individual finally starts forming
a definition of a positive White identity (for oneself)—though the individual no longer has a
negative White identity, the positive identity has yet to come to fruition in its entirety. Power and
privilege associated with Whiteness is more understood at both the individual and systemic level.
As such, the individual may start working to help Communities of Color, foregrounding an
approach to fix those marginalized Communities instead of deconstructing the White community
itself. This may be considered the stage that houses the White savior complex; consequently, the
individual has yet to reconcile that positive White identity with anti-racism. Additionally, though
White individuals are seeking to learn in this stage, they look mainly to BIPOC for explanations
of power as opposed to internal or self-directed learning.
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The next stage, immersion/emersion, involves the individual actively replacing “White
and [BIPOC] myths and stereotypes with accurate information about what it means and has
meant to be White in the United States as well as in the world in general” (Helms, 1990, p. 62).
This is the primary stage where restructuring occurs, both cognitively and emotionally. Genuine
attempts to come to terms with a White identity are made during this stage, as well as to connect
with a community of other White individuals who have comparable experiences and struggles in
their own journeys to anti-racism.
Momentum from the immersion/emersion stage propels the individual into the final stage
of WRID, autonomy. At this point in the development process, the individual finally has an
understanding of their own White identity and a positive connection to it. A positive connection,
or a positive White identity, refers to being empowered fully and appropriately to use the
privilege that is inherent in Whiteness to contribute to social justice work. Acknowledgement of
the differences in privilege between the White community and BIPOC, and subsequently
working to dismantle systems that protect and reproduce that privilege, is indicative of arrival at
an anti-racist identity. Once the final stage has been reached, Helms (1990) argues that the
individual no longer feels the desire to contribute to systems of oppression.
The WRID model was first challenged by Rowe, Bennett, and Atkinson (1994), who
pointed out that WRID is “deficient in terms of: (a) being based on the oppression-adaptive
models of minority identity development, (b) focusing primarily on attitudes toward racial/ethnic
outgroups, not on White identity attitudes, and (c) depicting the process as developmental in
nature” (p. 129). This led to their own approach to investigating Whiteness: White racial
consciousness.
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White Racial Consciousness
In 1994, Rowe et al. formally challenged the White Racial Identity Development model
and proposed an alternative approach. In their critique of WRID, the authors pointed out that the
way in which WRID was designed parallel to racial/ethnic minority identity development is not
sufficient. Rowe et al. (1994) note that racial/ethnic identity development is traditionally a
“series of stages through which individuals pass as their attitudes toward their own racial/ethnic
group and the White population develop, ultimately achieving a ‘healthy’ identity” (pp. 129130). The development of healthy attitudes among racial/ethnic minority individuals occurs in
spite of oppression and through recognizing that Whites are the oppressing society. These types
of conditions are not present in the White community, and therefore aligning a process of
identity development for both White and racial/ethnic minorities is flawed. Additionally, the
WRID model fails to discuss ways in which a White individual develops attitudes for their own
group membership, instead focusing only on White individuals’ level of sensitivity to
racial/ethnic minority groups (Rowe et al., 1994).
Rowe et al. (1994) define White racial consciousness as “one’s awareness of being White
and what that implies in relation to those who do not share White group membership,” and reject
the imposed directionality of a stage-based developmental model in favor of considering types of
attitudes (pp. 133-134). In the White racial consciousness model, proposed types of attitudes are
divided into two subgroups: unachieved White racial consciousness (WRC) (including avoidant,
dependent, and dissonant) and achieved White racial consciousness (WRC) (including
dominative, conflictive, reactive, and integrative) (Rowe et al., 1994).
The first attitude in the unachieved WRC is the avoidant type. An individual expressing
avoidance carries lack of consideration for both their own White identity as well as issues related
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to racial/ethnic minorities. These individuals may find addressing racial identity “inconvenient or
actually anxiety arousing” and will likely “ignore, minimize or deny the existence or importance
of the problematic issue” (Rowe et al., 1994, p. 136).
Also demonstrating an unachieved WRC is the dependent type. Individuals expressing
dependency seem to have committed to a set of ideas or attitudes regarding race/racial
consciousness (often reflecting those of dominant family members) but have not considered
alternative ideas. This type of attitude is typical among children and adolescents, but some adults
may remain so unreflective that they maintain this set of beliefs (Rowe et al., 1994).
The final type within the unachieved WRC subgroup is the dissonant type. Rowe et al.
(1994) state that this is typically a transitional type; those whose attitudes reflect dissonance
typically are struggling to negotiate previously held racial attitudes with a recent experience
related to race. Dissonance is ultimately a key in the White racial consciousness model as a
whole, as Rowe et al. (1994) argue that shift in attitudes, unachieved or achieved, occurs through
a level of dissonance.
The first of the achieved WRC attitudes is the dominative type. Strong ethnocentrism is
present here, “which justifies dominance of racial/ethnic minority peoples by the majority
culture” and those who demonstrate the dominative type typically hold onto the premise that
White Americans are superior (Rowe, et al., 1994, pp. 137-138). Expression of a dominative
WRC could be passive or aggressive. Passive expression would be identified by “reluctance to
interact with members of visible racial/ethnic groups, except in clearly dominant/submissive
roles,” while active expression could involve outright hostility (Rowe et al., 1994, p. 138).
The conflictive type is another achieved WRC. Individuals who hold this type of attitude
oppose explicit discrimination, but typically also oppose proactive programs designed to combat
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discrimination. Beliefs associated with this type are most likely the result of egalitarianism and
individualism, emphasizing that additional practices to eliminate discrimination would provide
“an unfair and undeserved advantage to minorites at the expense of Whites” (Rowe et al., 1994,
p. 139).
Achieved WRC also includes the reactive type. Rowe et al. (1994) note that those who
embody this type are aware of the presence of discrimination in the makeup of American society
and that White Americans benefit from this discrimination and reinforce it through practice;
however, individuals who maintain reactive WRC continue to blame the system instead of
individuals’ actions. Demonstration of reactive WRC can be seen on a wide passive-active scale.
Passive expression is highlighted through “intellectualized acceptance of racial/ethnic
minorities” to the extent that there may be “[justification] of that acceptance to other Whites and
to appear knowledgeable in conversation with one’s minority contacts” (Rowe et al., 1994, p.
140). Oppositely, active expression may be demonstrated through overidentification or
paternalistic behavior.
Lastly, the integrative type as an achieved WRC is reflected among those whose White
racial views are mostly pragmatic. Culturally pluralistic society is valued by those who embody
integrative WRC. These individuals are “comfortable in their Whiteness and comfortable
interacting with visible racial/ethnic minority people” (Rowe et al., 1994). They actively engage
in efforts to bring social change.
While the White racial consciousness model does work to move away from some
problematic components of Helms’ WRID, some scholars argue that the ego statuses of Helms’
work and attitudes explored in WRC have essentially the same meaning (Leach, Behrens, &
LaFleur, 2002). This is particularly highlighted through the emphasis on dissonance in Rowe et
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al.’s (1994) White racial consciousness work, as they argue that dissonance is a key element of
their model and must occur each time an individual’s attitude shifts, theoretically working
toward achieving “more” racial consciousness. Though they deny any validity in the structure
and imposed directionality of Helms’ WRID, the WRC model is not entirely different in their
interpretation of sequencing of attitude development.
Critical Whiteness Studies
The most recent shift in Whiteness Studies has been toward a Critical Whiteness Studies
(CWS). According to Applebaum (2016), CWS is “a growing field of scholarship whose aim is
to reveal the invisible structures that produce and reproduce white supremacy and privilege”
(para. 4). Critical Whiteness Studies is a subset of Critical Race Theory (CRT). This connection
is important to highlight because Whiteness and White supremacy cannot be made visible and
disrupted without first acknowledging race as a social construct that has been used to create
hierarchies and, subsequently, oppressive systems. Understanding the basic tenets of Critical
Race Theory is necessary in order to understand the value of CWS as an expansion of its
theoretical fore father. Originating from work in law and legal studies by Kimberle Crenshaw
(1988) and the work by Derrick Bell (1980), Delgado and Stefancic (2001) identify the following
five hallmarks of Critical Race Theory:
● “Belief that racism is normal or ordinary, not aberrant, in US society;
● Interest convergence or material determinism;
● Race as a social construction;
● Intersectionality and anti-essentialism
● Voice or counter narrative” (as cited in Ladson-Billings, 2021)
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Additionally, the application of Critical Race Theory (and subsequently its Critical Whiteness
counterpart) as a theoretical framework does not inherently privilege race over other identities.
Ladson-Billings (2021), who translated Critical Race Theory to be applied in the field of
education, points out that “Critical Race Theory is a complex legal and intellectual tool for
making sense of all forms of human inequity. The strategies it deploys can be used by scholars
working on issues of gender, class, ability, and other forms of human difference” (p. 107).
Acknowledgement of the breadth of applicability of Critical Race Theory reiterates the
connection to intersectionality, discussed previously. Utilization of Critical Race Theory (or,
more specifically in the case of the present project, Critical Whiteness Studies) does not allow
for categories of identity to be treated as silos; rather, identities influence each other and
mutually influence lived experience.
A primary goal of CWS is to make whiteness visible. White norms are so frequent in our
society that these norms appear as “value-neutral to the social groups that benefit from them,”
while these norms also contribute to the constructions of “other” or “difference” (Applebaum,
2016, para. 5). However, there is a need within any iteration of Whiteness Studies to ensure that
the interrogation does not ultimately recenter Whiteness, and CWS is no exception. Ahmed
(2007) cautions that “any project that aims to dismantle or challenge the categories that are made
invisible through privilege is bound to participate in the object of its critique” (p. 150). Rather,
CWS opens a critical investigation into the structure of socially constructed racial hierarchies
and locates white people and People of Color within them (Foste & Irwin, 2020).
A key tenet of CWS is distinguishing racism from white supremacy. While racism points
mostly to blatant prejudice and discrimination (and is more present in the development of earlier
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Whiteness Studies models), white supremacy points to the unjust system that is upheld even with
“good intentions.” bell hooks (1989) notes that
when liberal whites fail to understand how they can and/or do embody white supremacist
values and beliefs, even though they may not embrace racism as prejudice or
domination...they cannot recognize the ways their actions support and affirm the very
structure of racist domination and oppression that they wish to see eradicated. (p. 113)
The ability to distinguish between racism and white supremacy is imperative for one to be able to
interrogate their own complicity in maintaining and reproducing systems of oppression. The
good intentions that hooks (1989) alludes to do nothing to absolve a White liberal from their
complicity in white supremacy.
A major piece of the problem with good intentions is the focus on the individual over the
system. When ignoring the norms of Whiteness that one benefits from make it “difficult to
acknowledge institutional racism and one’s part in it” (Applebaum, 2016, para. 15). If there is no
acknowledgement of the system of White privilege, which is made up of cultural, institutional,
and individual practices, then racism can ultimately be “reduced to just the bad behavior on the
part of particular individuals who need to be removed or rehabilitated, while the system within
which these individuals are embedded can remain unchallenged” (Applebaum, 2016, para. 16).
In other words, there must be an understanding of how individuals often unwittingly perpetuate a
white supremacist and racist system.
The unwitting maintenance of such a system points to another component of CWS
interrogation, white ignorance. Systemic ignorance, or the epistemology of ignorance, is often
not passive, but is rather actively maintained (Applebaum, 2016; Mills, 1997; Sedgwick, 1980).
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Mills (1997) points out that this active maintenance of ignorance can occur through not needing
to ask questions and
taking for granted as a status quo and baseline the existing color-coded configurations of
wealth, poverty, property, and opportunities, the pretense that formal, juridical equality is
sufficient to remedy inequities created on a foundation of several hundred years of racial
privilege, and that foundation is a transgression of the terms of the social contract. (p. 73)
Expanding on Mills’ (1997) concept of white ignorance, Medina (2013) utilizes the term “metaignorance” to name the even more aggressive form of active ignorance, involving the ignorance
of one’s own ignorance. This concept also lends itself to developing a better understanding of
“how well-intended White students, who consider themselves anti-racist or non-racist, can be so
resistant to learning about their complicity in social injustice” (Applebaum, 2016, para. 52). The
way in which White students take up White ignorance and other constructs interrogated by CWS
will be explored in the next section.
Critical Whiteness Studies in College Student Development Theory
Aligning with the tenets of CWS that were previously discussed, Foste and Irwin (2020)
adapted the CWS framework to apply to the area of student development. Theory and research
on college student development have recently shifted from a primary focus on individual student
development toward a deeper interrogation of the systems of power that influence this
development (Foste & Irwin, 2020). This application of CWS is in line with the recent third
wave of student development theory, wherein are considered “the contextual influences that
inform how people come to know, understand, and articulate who they are and what they judge
to be true, right, and good” (Jones & Stewart, 2016, p. 23). Using a third wave perspective to
understand student development calls for researchers and practitioners to recognize “how
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political, social, and historical contexts influence students’ construction of identities, values, and
beliefs about the world” (Foste & Irwin, 2020, p. 439).
As understandings of race and class become more complex, Foste and Irwin (2020) point
out that it can become much easier for those White people/scholars who “do get it” to put more
distance between themselves and those who “do not get it.” This indicates a false sense of arrival
that is reflective of racial identity models such as Helms’ White Racial Identity Development and
White Racial Consciousness. Such fallacy works to prevent praxis and critical engagement as
well as critical interrogation of the development of White students. Additionally, such linear
developments do not interrupt or disrupt existing systems of power or oppression.
CWS allows for Whiteness to be investigated as a system and ideology. Central to this
iteration of the study of Whiteness are the “patterns of racial domination and exploitation that
bear down on how individuals structure, process, and organize the social world” (Foste & Irwin,
2020, p. 442). In the particular ecosystem of college campuses, a White ideology is evident in
White institutional presence. Gusa (2010) notes that this is manifested through “embedded white
cultural ideology in the practices, traditions, and perceptions of knowledge that are taken for
granted as the norm at institutions of higher education” (p. 46).
CWS is “not constituted of a clearly defined set of tenets or principles” in the way that
Critical Race Theory is (Foste & Irwin, 2020, p. 443). As such, when applying CWS to college
student development, Foste and Irwin (2020) suggest that researchers must instead focus on three
particular constructs that fall under the broad umbrella of CWS: white complicity,
epistemologies of ignorance, and white normativity. These three constructs allow for both white
students and Students of Color to be located within historical, political, and cultural patterns of
racial oppression and domination. This is in line with the shift to the third wave of student
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development studies, which foreground the roles of power, privilege, and marginalization in the
study of student development. Jones (2019) notes that
in the third wave it will never be enough to simply describe students’ experiences and the
meaning they make of those experiences; instead, this perspective of a holistic view
requires critical analysis of the intersecting domains of power and structures of inequality
that frame development in the first place. (pp. 12-13)
The first construct of CWS that will be discussed is white complicity. Foste and Irwin
(2020) state that white complicity “illustrates the ways white people, regardless of intentions,
attitudes, or beliefs, are implicated in the maintenance and production of white supremacy” (p.
444). From this perspective, it is imperative to highlight that White people do not have to
participate in blatantly discriminatory behaviors to be identified as racist. White complicity is
centered on the premise that White people are complicit in reifying racist systems simply by
benefitting from structures that reproduce White privilege. Complicity is rooted in the
acceptance of and participation in all systems that serve White interests (Foste & Irwin, 2020).
Beginning with the concept of complicity inherently challenges a core tenet of second
wave student development, which Yancy (2018) describes as the myth of “the white self as a site
of self-possession and in absolute control over its own meaning” (p. 106). Essentially, white
students are “not fully autonomous subjects who can renounce racial privilege or proclaim a
positive, nonracist identity” (Foste & Irwin, 2020, p. 445). Therefore, a foregrounding of White
complicity indicates a clear departure from second wave student development approaches.
White complicity pushes back on the idea that individual effort will in and of itself lead
to the level of self-actualization needed for White students to overcome racist beliefs. Even
increasingly complex development of racial consciousness does not itself make up for the

30

students’ embeddedness in systems that uphold their White privilege and supremacy. Foste and
Irwin (2020) point out that “[r]egardless of a white student’s relative complexity in thinking
about race, they are still read as white by faculty, peers, and administrators, benefitting from
historical constructions of white people as intelligent, academically competent, and worth of a
place in the academy” (p. 445). Instead of simply giving white students the benefit of the doubt
when it comes to developing a more complex racial awareness or a positive White racial identity,
there must be an acknowledgement that even the most progressive Whites “still benefit from and
perpetuate White supremacy” (Foste & Irwin, 2020, p. 446).
The second construct of CWS to be applied to student development is epistemologies of
ignorance. This expands from Mills’ (1997) work, which calls for researchers to reevaluate the
ways we understand White students’ racial consciousness. Mills (1997) defines White racial
ignorance as a representation of an “agreement to misinterpret the world. One has to learn to see
the world wrongly, but with the arrogance that this set of mistaken perceptions will be validated
by white epistemic authority” (p. 18). While some may argue that White students’ knowledge of
and attitudes towards race were a result of level of exposure, theoretically then issues of
institutional racism, racial exclusion, and white supremacy could be rectified by mere content
knowledge and the subsequent dissonance. However, the permeation of White racial ignorance is
“socially and institutionally reinforced” (Foste & Irwin, 2020, p. 447). Because this
epistemology of ignorance is reified through the structure of higher education, researchers and
practitioners relying on third wave student development approaches must consider the systemic
mechanisms that contribute to its perpetuation.
The final construct of CWS that will be integrated into the present framework of student
development is white normativity. White normativity highlights the ways in which Whiteness is
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considered natural or unmarked. Foste and Irwin (2020) note that it is not that White students
never or do not have to think about race, but rather that because it is valued as normal,
“whiteness represents the baseline marker of humanity by which People of Color are evaluated,
judged, and given worth” (p. 448). The aforementioned epistemology of White ignorance is a
primary contributing factor to the preservation of Whiteness as invisible or unmarked, while at
the same time maintaining that Whiteness is synonymous with order and civility. Therefore, such
a norm becomes “most visible to those who deviate from them,” namely Indigenous and African
peoples (Foste & Irwin, 2020, p. 448).
White normativity has historically been embedded in the history of college student
development and its research. Theories related to student development have traditionally looked
to White, middle-class male students as a standard while also touting the theories as universally
applicable (Foste & Irwin, 2020). Additionally, Foste and Irwin (2020) point out that “Blackness
is framed as dangerous and deviant on college campuses in relation to the framing of white
students as academically competent, innocent, and worthy of admission” (p. 449). For all of
these reasons, it is imperative that college student development researchers “consider the
contemporary and historical roles of whiteness as powerfully shaping identity construction”
(Foste & Irwin, 2020, p. 449).
Methodological Implications for Applying CWS to College Student Development Theory
Foste and Irwin (2020) note that there are four primary methodological implications for
the application of Critical Whiteness Studies to the work done within college student
development research. First, there is a contention that critical students of White college students
need to begin from a place of complicity; such acknowledgement of complicity supports efforts
that scholars should make to “not divorce white students’ individual identities, behaviors, and
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ways of knowing from structural arrangements that privilege whiteness,” which is particularly
necessary for students who identify themselves as racially aware or progressive (Foste & Irwin,
2020, p. 450).
Second, approaches to college student development rooted in CWS enable an expansion
past individual meaning making of Whiteness and highlight broadly-constructed patterns of
meaning that “reproduce and normalize inequitable power relationships: (Jones & Stewart, 2016,
p. 22).
Third, consistent with third wave approaches, CWS pushes for a shift from sole
interpretation of Whiteness in a racial identity and more of an ideology and/or discourse. This
shift allows for deeper interrogation into ways that Whiteness as an ideology impacts identity
formation and subjectivity. This is not only meaningful for work within White student
populations but can illuminate contexts that impact racially marginalized student identity
formation as well. Therefore, Foste and Irwin (2020) argue that this framework is useful for
White students as well as racially marginalized students facing structural and internal oppression.
Finally, Foste and Irwin (2020) note that void of critical contextualization, there could be
an appearance that every participant in related research is racially aware. However,
[u]nlike constructivist approaches, we do not take white participants’ narratives as the
final source of authority; rather, speech acts should be examined for their role in creating
identity categories grounded in inequitable power structures. When researchers are
concerned with matters of meaning of the subjective experiences of being white, such
account should always be contextualized within a framework that acknowledges the
structural, institutional, and historic elements of whiteness. (Foste & Irwin, 2020, p. 452)
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This contextualization requires an acknowledgement of intersectionality. Class, place, gender,
and other identities contribute to the interpretation of the power and privilege that accompanies
one’s race (in this instance, Whiteness). Therefore, while these methodological implications
provided by Foste and Irwin (2020) will be grounding for the present work, it will not be without
acknowledgement of the impact of place and class on the Critical Whiteness work.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
This chapter will include an outline of why critical narrative analysis (CNA) is the
appropriate methodology to interrogate if/how White, rural students’ interpretation of diversity
(including race, representation, power, and privilege) shifts after transitioning to higher
education, whether a shift occurs and how that possible shift manifests is important to examine if
exposure to “diverse” populations impacts conceptualization of privilege/marginalization, equity,
and diversity itself. I will first address my own positionality, opening up how my own
experiences and privilege may contribute to or affect the participatory nature of this study. Then,
I will discuss the methodological approaches used to carry out the study.
Roles of Identity in Researcher Positionality
Race
As race is a key piece of my own identity and the intersectional identities that are being
examined in this work, I must start by naming my own Whiteness. My upbringing included very
little interaction with People of Color. Though the West Virginia county in which I grew up was
relatively diverse, the lines that divided up school districts helped to maintain Whiteness within
the schools I attended. Implicitly and explicitly, Whiteness was heavily normalized in the
settings where I frequently found myself, such as my schools, my suburban neighborhood, and
the Baptist church that my father pastored. Race was not often discussed in my home or in our
church, which now I see as a major marker of White privilege.
Attending college and beginning my teaching career in southern West Virginia, I
continued to avoid confrontation with racially diverse populations and, subsequently, with my
own implicit racial bias. It was not until I transitioned to teaching in an urban district of North

35

Carolina that my lack of understanding of race in the United States--particularly in education-was magnified.
Since moving further into and shifting professionally in the world of education (now
working in a student support capacity at a large public PWI), I have watched how the inequity
present in the K12 system is developed further and perpetuated in higher education. Though I
work to address inequity for various populations such as Students of Color, First Generation
college students, and others, I must continually engage in a praxis that is centered on the
understanding that I, as a White woman, am not their liberator. Liberation can only be achieved
by the oppressed (Freire, 2000). I have witnessed White saviorism at work deeply in K12 and
higher education spaces alike, and I have certainly had to work to identify manifestations of that
complex in myself. The prevalence of the White savior complex in educational spaces has also
felt deeply entangled with White feminism, which is a fallacy rooted in White supremacy.
Having noted obstacles to contributing to liberatory practices in education, this does not
mean that my own work cannot be part of an allyship that supports and leaves space for the
process of liberation. “ally” is not a term I believe one can assign to themselves, but rather a title
that is earned as one engages in dismantling individual ways of knowing and systems that
privilege those ways of knowing. However, I believe and hope that the ways in which I leverage
my power from a place of Whiteness and employment in the context of higher education might
support those efforts.
Social Class
Growing up, my family and I were comfortably middle class. My father a pastor and my
mother a chemist-turned-stay-at-home-mother, we were never without basic necessities and often
were able to go after wants, too. While we by no means lived any sort of lavish lifestyle, we were
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certainly well-off enough for me to feel safe. Reflecting on that privilege that I had as a child,
and which continues into my adult life as I am able to reasonably support myself, I develop a
sense that this type of privilege may be a more difficult one to recognize at times because it is
not always visible.
Discussing privilege with White folks, including my immediate and extended family,
becomes difficult with the common inability to understand White privilege apart from lowsocioeconomic background, particularly those from rural Appalachian communities with very
little racial diversity present. In my own experience, I recall being encouraged to recognize
“blessings,” which is the verbiage that frequents a Baptist home, but not dissecting our social
class as a form of privilege or interrogating the myth of rugged individualism that seeps through
middle- and upper-class communities.
Gender and Sexuality
My identity as a cisgender heterosexual woman has been deeply impacted by growing up
in a religious family and Appalachian community that embraced traditional gender norms.
Guided by biblical principles, my raising was embedded with teachings like women are to be
submissive to husbands and homosexuality is a sin. My parents were supportive of my various
academic, athletic, and artistic interests, as long as my individual and our familial priority
remained doing everything to honor Christ. When it came to issues of sexuality, there was little
to no discussion beyond establishing what was “wrong” and avoiding it further (i.e., sex before
marriage, homosexuality, etc.). When I went to college and was more responsible for my own
decisions and deconstruction, I continued to imagine that much of my identity as a woman
should eventually be rooted in being a wife and mother of a Christian family. This was a constant
struggle as I really did not have a desire for either role, especially if it meant giving up my own
37

interests and pursuits, such as moving to new places or pursuing new degrees and careers–
essentially, I acknowledged that I was healthily selfish and did not care to put my wants and
needs behind that of a husband or children.
Becoming a teacher, I was representative of the large majority of White female educators
in the US public school system. My identity as a White female in this context opened up my
reflection on my students as my children—I was happy to maintain my decision not to have
biological children because it meant that I had room to devote all of my emotional energy to
pouring into the students I served. This is ironically just as difficult to explain to students I taught
(rural White students and LatinX students) who culturally latched on to traditional ideals of
women like my own family had. My students frequently asked when I was getting married and
why I did not have babies of my own. Though I had to navigate these conversations carefully as
to not devalue these students’ own desires and norms, it was nonetheless pleasing to be an
example to girls in the value of pursuing our own careers and other passions.
From my time as a college student forward, interrogating ideas of gender and sexuality
brought me to a space that was quite opposite of my upbringing. I recognized that I had privilege
in my identities as cisgender and heterosexual; neither these identities nor a biblical upbringing,
however, allot me the ability take space away from those with LGBTQIA+ identities. In
deconstructing how religion impacted my perception of such identities, the most important
takeaway is that no one person’s measuring stick should be used against anyone else. By that, I
mean that a decision to view certain identities through a religious lens, and the subsequent
expectations and values that lens produces, it by no means indicates that others share those
expectations and values. Further, permission for those expectations and values to be reflected in
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policy (such as ban on same-sex marriage or same-sex couple adoption) reifies systemic
oppressive and discriminatory practices.
Place
While the intersection of race and social class is of great importance for this study, the
addition of “place” and their subsequent convergence may be the most valuable piece of both my
own and my participants’ process of praxis. (Praxis, for this project, indicates a cycle of
reflection and action that continually engages participants in developing a deeper understanding
of the world and, eventually, a critical consciousness of how we may participate in and replicate
inequity and what action we can take to disrupt it.) Appalachia, and more specifically West
Virginia, has been immersed in myths of White homogeneity for decades (Smith, 2004). Both
populations who reside in and outside of the state (and broader region) have adopted an
interpretation of White homogeneity, which affects belief about who belongs here.
The concept of “insider/outsider” has been something I have considered not only when it
comes to my racial or socioeconomic status background, but also as it is applied to those of us
from the eastern panhandle of West Virginia. This region is anecdotally considered to be “not
real West Virginia,” for reasons ranging from the relative affluence associated with the bedroom
communities of Washington, D.C. to the relatively less-rugged geographic features. Therefore,
though I was born and raised in the state of West Virginia, this is a key element of my experience
that must be acknowledged when working with participants who are from rural, southern or
central West Virginia.
Where This Places Me
In order to frame the use of a critical narrative analysis that integrates a participatory
action approach, it is imperative to explicate how I am positioned as both researcher and
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participant in this study. As praxis requires reflexivity and action, part of my own reflection must
address the privilege that is inherent in my experience. Though I share some identities with the
rest of the participants, when interrogating power and privilege, there must be acknowledgement
of the power dynamic between researcher and participant. The design of the present work
attempts to temper this power dynamic, but I will also have responsibility as a White researcherparticipant guiding the project to consistently model the acknowledgement of my own
complicity.
Critical Narrative Analysis
Polkinghorne (1988) states that narrative is “the primary scheme by which human
existence is rendered meaningful” (p. 1). While this meaning-making can indeed unveil much
about a narrator’s experience, Souto-Manning (2014b) points out that conversational narrative
analysis itself is uncritical, leaving much to be desired in the way of identifying the effects of
power and recycled institutional discourses. With the acknowledgement that discourse is the
primary means through which power relations are maintained (Foucault, 1978), there then
becomes the need to apply principles of critical discourse analysis (CDA). CDA foregrounds the
interrogation of “language as a form of social practice” (Fairclough, as cited in Souto-Manning,
2014, p. 161). “Discourse,” while most often associated with language, also encompasses ways
of being in the world such as values, beliefs, and social identities (Gee, 1996; Souto-Manning,
2014b). However, CDA tends to primarily focus on the “unilateral influence of institutional
discourses (also called power discourses) on everyday lives” (Souto-Manning, 2014b, p. 160).
Therefore, as Souto-Manning (2014a, 2014b) proposes, there is a necessity to integrate tools of
conversational narrative analysis with those of CDA to create a Critical Narrative Analysis
(CNA).
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CNA asserts that as individuals engage in meaning making through narratives, “they
bring together the micro (personal) and the macro (social or institutional) situations in place”
(Souto-Manning, 2014b, p. 163). CNA recognizes that both the micro and macro work to inform
each other; it is imperative that the researcher (and narrator, as they “praxically” deconstruct
their own experiences), examine not only the presence of dominant institutional discourses
within the narrative, but also how that discourse is taken up within the conversational narrative.
Simply acknowledging the presence of a discourse within narrative is not synonymous with that
discourse being recycled in a way that maintains its power.
Paying close attention to the manner in which institutional discourses are taken up and
recycled (or not) in a participant’s narrative--and how those discourses have affected their
experiences--is what allows for CNA to truly be a form of critical engagement. As individual
participant experiences are carefully and intentionally foregrounded, engaging in CNA
allows researchers to deal with real-world issues and develop critical meta-awareness
[with participants], demystifying the social construction of reality, challenging commonly
accepted (and often monolithic) definitions of critical, and reframing social interactions
as places for norms to be challenged and changed. (Souto-Manning, 2014b, p. 163)
When engaging in critical projects, researchers have the responsibility to ensure the work is
critical by allowing the participant perspective and experiences to be centered, while also
providing participants a space to actively deconstruct how those perspectives and experiences
have been shaped by institutional discourses. CNA provides a framework for this engagement
and deconstruction to begin. This may ultimately lead to further reflection and action taken by
the participant, which is inherently Freirean praxis (Freire, 2000). This concept will be explored
further in following sections.
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Emotions and CNA
An often-overlooked component of understanding and deconstructing participant
perspective and experience thought CNA is emotion. While CNA does not typically explicitly
focus on emotions, Kleres (2010) argues that narratives are inherently structured by emotion.
This is of particular value to take into account in the present study, as Joseph-Salisbury (2019)
notes that confronting race is emotional.
Kleres (2010) and Goldie (2000) point out the importance of the sequential and temporal
nature of narrative. Kleres (2010) goes on to explain that
the meaning of any part of a text can only be understood in its textual context. This leads
to such issues as: which events follow each other, how are meanings of events based on
previous ones, etc. It involves an analytic focus beyond the microstructure of single
segments that looks into how segments are related to each other (p. 184)
Given the focus on transition from community to college--a life-stage transition for college
freshmen--there is a need to acknowledge the temporal nature of how beliefs and emotions
regarding diversity, race, and belonging develop. These sequential experiences are not
independent or isolated, but rather impossible to detangle from emotion itself. Nussbaum (2003)
points out that any instance of “emotionality cannot be fully understood unless there is some
consideration of its history” (pp. 178-179).
Critical Participatory Action Research
Closely tied with but important to distinguish from critical narrative analysis is critical
participatory action research (CPAR). While CNA highlights the role of power in how
institutional discourses shape participants’ experiences and how participants may recycle or push
42

back against those discourses, CPAR is valuable in addressing the inherent power dynamic
between researcher and researched. Traditional division between researcher and researched
echoes the banking model of education that Paolo Freire critiques, noting that it is not the
responsibility nor is it possible for those in power to liberate the oppressed; similarly, in
research, it is not the responsibility nor is it the place to determine meaning and/or implications
for the participants.
Souto-Manning (2014a) points out a dialogical problematization of everyday narratives-meaning both parties engage, or, participate--can encourage the participants to “question
information that has previously been conceived as universal truth, as fact” (p. 219) or, as
Kemmis (2007) puts it, “practice changing practice” (p. 463). This dialogic model reflects
Freire’s culture circles (2000) which exposed inequity and spurred the process of liberation.
Similarly, Weeks, Atweh, and Kemmis, (1998) point out the necessity of the “action” component
of CPAR to contribute to critical consciousness and liberation, stating that
[c]urrent thinking for CPAR focuses on how to create (or recreate) new possibilities for
what Orlando Fals Borda calls vivencia (humane forms of social life) through the
revitalization of the public sphere, and to promote decolonization of lifeworlds that have
become saturated with bureaucratic discourses, routines, practices, and institutionalized
forms of social relationships, the characteristic of social systems that see the world only
through the prism of organization, not the human and humane living of social lives. (pp.
571-572, as cited in Dillard, 2020).
Jacobs (2016) points out that CPAR has connections to “pragmatism [and] the practice of
democracy” (p. 49). This approach was selected in efforts to temper the power dynamic often
present between researcher and researched, and to collaborate in a way that foregrounds the
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knowledge and experience of the participant. Through a social constructionist lens, using a
participatory action approach enables all participants to contribute to the interpretation and
construction of knowledge through the research, as opposed to the researcher maintaining the
position of authority in being the sole interpreter of data. Inclusion of the participant in the data
analysis will be examined further in later sections.
Study Design and Methods
Study context
As previously discussed, place is an important factor in the intersectional identities of the
participants and their experiences, and for the purposes of this study, there are two categories of
place that matter deeply: community and campus.
Community: Southern West Virginia and Appalachia
The first place, community, is multifaceted. All participants, including myself, were
born and raised in West Virginia. The three student participants were raised in communities
throughout southern and central West Virginia and graduated from high schools where the
student populations have been collectively identified as high-need and are mostly White. The
hometown communities of two participants are located in one of the 14 West Virginia counties
that are classified as distressed according to the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) (WV
FY 2020 Investments). Counties throughout the southern part of the state have historically been
economically tied to natural resource industries, particularly coal. Steady decline of these
industries has negatively impacted the economic security of these communities, and
subsequently influenced the growing outmigration of young people from such communities
across West Virginia.
It is also important to situate the state of West Virginia within the region of Appalachia.
44

West Virginia is the only state to be fully immersed within Appalachia; the other 12 states that
contribute to the makeup of the region are only partially included in the region as defined by the
Appalachian Regional Commission. Depending on the ambiguous, fluid positioning of
insider/outsider, the region of Appalachia as a whole has at times been perceived as a
homogeneously White space and even full of “hillbillies.” While it is not true at all that
Appalachia, or West Virginia, are indeed only made up of White folks, there are pockets of rural,
economically-distressed communities throughout the state that are mostly White, such as the
communities where the student participants in the present study grew up.
Campus: West Virginia University
West Virginia University is the land grant institution in the state of West Virginia. This
means the institution was developed and intended for serving students within the state that may
have less equitable access to higher education. The university is home to nearly 20,000
undergraduate students, offering 140 undergraduate majors. WVU is a Big XII school, and the
university’s athletic accomplishments are often a point of pride throughout the state. The mascot,
the Mountaineer, a White man with a fur cap and musket, is symbolic for students and
community members alike, reifying a sense of Appalachian mythology as well as
communicating who may “belong” on this campus. WVU is a Primarily White Institution (PWI)
where roughly 83% of the undergraduate population is White. Table 2 provides an overview of
the racial demographics of the university’s undergraduate population.
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Table 1: Race/Ethnicity of WVU Undergraduate Population (2020-2021)

Race/Ethnicity

Number

Percentage

American Indian/Alaskan/Native American

27

<1.0%

Asian

581

3%

Black/African American

243

1%

Multiple Ethnicities

2,285

12%

White

15,593

83%

Participants
Invitations to participate in this project were provided to a select group of White, rural
students from West Virginia whom I advised and taught during their freshman year in college.
Initially I considered this convenience sampling, but the reality is that the selection and invitation
to engage in this work was much more intentional and purposeful. The students whom I asked to
participate and I already have an established level of familiarity and trust; having such an
existing relationship is an asset to the present work and, I believe, imperative to authenticity in
the research process and meaningful implications for all participants, including myself.
I had initially intended for the student participants to be current freshmen because of the
emphasis on the transition from community to college in the present work, and their transition
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would be the most recent. However, I ultimately decided to include a mix of undergraduate and
graduate students because I felt that any current students would have the ability to reflect on their
own experiences during that transition. Additionally, the student who was a sophomore at the
outset of this work began their college career during the COVID-19 pandemic, and therefore
have a much different type of exposure to the college experience compared to their peers who
began a year or more earlier. The campus restrictions in place during the 2020-2021 academic
year impacted all students’ ability to fully engage in the full college experience, particularly in
social contexts. This will be further acknowledged in the data analysis. The table below
introduces the three student participants.
Table 2: Participant Introduction
Participant

Home Region of WV Academic Standing

Academic Home

Nicole

Central WV

Graduate*
(*also attended WVU as an
undergraduate student)

Arts & Sciences

Leeann

Southern WV

Underclassman

Arts & Sciences

Freddie

Central WV

Upperclassman

Business & Economics

Data Collection
Interviews
The first half of the data collection took place through semi-structured interviews with
individual participants. This is in line with the goals of CNA, which works to interrogate
hegemonic discourse present in and impacting individual experiences (Souto-Manning, 2014a).
Before the interviews and subsequent data collection takes place, I informed each participant of
the type of dialogue into which they were entering. As advised by Corces-Zimmerman and
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Guida (2019), I let participants know that “while they are encouraged to openly share their ideas,
feelings, and experiences, moments may also arise where [I] may push back or challenge the
participant to consider how their perspectives may be rooted in whiteness” (p. 104). Having had
the opportunity to introduce the process of praxis and deconstruction with individual participants
better prepared all participants for the collective dialogue and culture circle that will follow.
In the individual interviews, I guided dialogue with participants and asked them to share
with me some of their experiences in high school and college. The conversation was framed as
working to uncover their individual perceptions of diversity during their high school years and
how that may have changed throughout their transition to higher education. I also probed within
the dialogue to have the student share interpretations of privilege related to the constructs of race,
class, and place. All interviews were roughly 30-45 minutes and were recorded and transcribed
verbatim. The interviews took place in my office suite on campus, which is a familiar space for
all of the student participants and where both informal and formal relationship building has taken
place previously. This served as a “natural” environment for a conversation to take place given
our existing relationships.
Culture Circles
Kemmis and Taggart (2005) note that while CNA foregrounds individual narratives,
CPAR highlights community-driven self-reflection and co-construction (and co-deconstruction)
of knowledge. Culture circle sessions were used to collect data for this project, during which
individual narratives were shared as well as integrated into a collaborative reflection. While
culture circle sessions (referred to as “counterspaces” by Dillard (2020)) do bear resemblance to
focus groups, “a clear distinction from focus groups is the emancipatory and critical nature of
counterspaces. Thus, counterspaces are collective spaces where participants engage with each
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other and collectively speak to issues of empowerment, oppression, justice, agency, change, and
support” (Dillard, 2020, p. 51. It is important to continue to note that in the instance of the
present participants, including myself, that this space’s emancipatory process are linked to codeconstruction of hegemonic ways of knowing.
The culture circles were guided by CPAR principles and the critical dialogue cycle as set
by the Public Science Project (see Table 2). Following the work of Dillard (2020), this choice
allowed for “loose guidance and direction for the participants, while also allow[ing] space for the
co-creation process” (p. 51).

Table 3: Principles and Commitments of CPAR
●

To value knowledges that have been historically marginalized and delegitimized (i.e.
youth, prisoner, immigrant) alongside traditionally recognized knowledges (i.e.
scholarly).

●

To share the various knowledges and resources held by individual members of the
research collective so members can participate as equally as possible.

●

To collaboratively decide appropriate research questions, design, methods, and
analysis as well as useful research products.

●

To create a research space where individuals and the collective can express their
multiplicity and use this multiplicity to inform research questions, design, and
analyses.

●

To encourage creative risk-taking in the interest of generating new knowledge (i.e.,
understanding individuals and the collective to be “under construction” with ideas and
opinions that are in formation, expected to grow, etc.)

●

To attend theoretically and practically to issues of power and vulnerability within the
collective and created by the research. To strategically work the power within the
group when necessary to benefit both individual and collective needs/agenda.
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●

To excavate and explore disagreements rather than smooth them over in the interest of
consensus (as they provide insight into larger social/political dynamics that are
informing the data).

●

To use a variety of methods to enable interconnected analyses at the individual, social,
cultural, and institutional levels.

●

To conceive of action on multiple levels over the course of the CPAR project.

●

To continue an ongoing negotiation of conditions of collaboration, building research
relationships over time.

Building from the core principles of CPAR, again following Dillard’s (2020) model, it was
useful to apply components of the critical dialogue cycle:
1. “An initial identification of the problem or issue;
2. Observe and collect pertinent data;
3. Plan for action;
4. Take action; and
5. Begin the research cycle again with further data collection to assess the effects of the
action” (pp. 52-53)
As previously mentioned, guiding questions were provided to somewhat direct conversation (the
collection of data), while also allowing for the space to co-create and co-deconstruct freely.
Table 3 illustrates the loose framework that was used to guide the culture circle.

50

Table 4: Guided Discussion Questions for Critical Dialogue With White Rural College
Students
Who Are You?

Experiences of
Diversity and
Privilege

Facilitating Change

Now What?

Provide participants the opportunity to make connections, if not
already present
● Introduce CPAR process
●

Ask participants to provide definition of diversity
Invite participants to describe experiences in hometown/high
school regarding diversity
● Dialogue about how the transition to college impacted perception
of diversity, and in the current political contexts, what type of
awareness they carried of power/privilege based on
race/class/place

●
●

“Identify potential leverage points where we can create personal
or social change
● And/or influence narratives, policy, legislation, etc.” (Dillard,
2020, p. 53)
●

Engage in discussion that encourages both individual and group
action
● Development of output, such as an active working group
●

During the dialogue outlined above, I also monitored and recorded non-verbal cues that may
point to emotionality of whiteness. Non-verbal cues such as physical withdrawing, tensed hands,
or periods of silence are often indicators of protection and/or fragility of the White privilege that
is being interrogated (Corces-Zimmerman & Guida, 2019). Such cues were not only made note
of for later analysis, but also served as potential cues for me to open up the discussion or probe
further.
The combined use of CNA and CPAR allowed for both individual and group focus, but
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even the culture circles and group dialogue are still considered micro-level action. CPAR
methodologies are not intended for large-scale social change; as Perez-Da Silva (2016) notes,
“macro-level transformations may or may not result from CPAR; instead, the movement of the
participants from isolation to engagement, from fear to confidence, or from self-doubt to social
critique at the micro-level may be the end result” (pp. 45-46). For this project, the mirco-level
perspective allowed participants to engage in dismantling master narratives that have influenced
their individual and community experiences.
Research Journal
The final approach to data collection was my personal research journal and notes. While
this served as a space for observation of and reflection on dialogue with participants, it also
provided a tangible space for my own process of praxis. Though I entered into this work with a
level of understanding of the typical power dynamic that is present between researcher and
participant, my goal was for my own unlearning and critical consciousness to continue through
this project. Memos from my research journal are embedded in the results as an illustration of
my own praxis.
Data Analysis
A vital piece of CPAR is that all participants contribute to the analysis in a way that
supports the process of praxis for themselves as well as for the community (in this case, the
group of participants). Because methods centered on praxis (such as CNA and CPAR) are
inherently cyclical, there were analytic processes weaved in through as well as after the data
collection. The term “analysis” is at times used interchangeably with “reflection” throughout this
work to highlight the intentionality and personal nature of the praxis being done. The initial
conversations and culture circles were considered the first round of reflection, as they provided
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the participants space to recall experiences and make connections.
After the individual interviews were completed, I guided each participant in the process
of coding their own interview transcripts. This coding was considered the second round of
reflection. To introduce the process of coding, the first task was relatively basic–participants
were asked to identify instances of them referencing an iteration of diversity, underlining that
instance and then recording what type of identity is being tied to a definition or discussion of
diversity. Identifying these particular instances provided prompts for conversation in a following
culture circle that allowed participants to reflect on ways their practical perception of diversity
may or may not align with the definition we collectively developed, and the ways in which they
took up binaries and “othering” might protect and reproduce their existing privileges.
Once culture circle dialogues were completed, all conversations were transcribed to
prepare for coding. Participants were asked to reflect on our discussions and use deductive
coding to identify instances of White complicity, epistemologies of ignorance, and White
normativity. These concepts are the primary focus of the application of Critical Whiteness
Studies to college student development as proposed by Foste and Irwin (2020), therefore were
centered in our CPAR culture circle and individual dialogues. The goal was for all participants to
feel safe enough in our culture circle to share and tease out these instances, but the option to do
so privately with me as needed was offered.
Building from the deductive coding discussed above, I then asked participants to join me
in open, inductive coding, looking for themes both before they began college and after they
started college. Open coding is based in grounded theory and allows for themes to be developed
based in the relevant theoretical frameworks (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009). Following the initial
open coding, analytic memos (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2019) were written by and
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discussed among all participants to refine codes and consider how emerging themes may be
related to or diverge from explicit concepts of White complicity, epistemologies of ignorance,
and White normativity previously coded (connecting other identity-based power dynamics to
those centered on Whiteness). There were multiple iterations of this coding and memoing until
all participants could determine clearly defined themes (Saldaña, 2016).
Finally, there was a third round of analyses after all of the results had been produced
(which embedded all participants’ initial codes and analyses). The third round of reflection
engaged participants in another opportunity to consider their growth and highlight new ideas that
the previous reflections have spurred. Multiple rounds of reflection illustrate the cyclical nature
of praxis, demonstrating that there is never truly an arrival or endpoint of the reflection and
subsequent possible actions.
Ethical Considerations
The goal of the present work is to support the journey of White, rural college students
towards anti-racism. At the core, this is a process that contributes to the liberation of the
oppressed, but also the liberation of the oppressors. Because of the social construction of race
and class in the United States, and the potential for the “touchiness” of these categories, it was
important to establish an understanding that confronting issues of racial privilege is an emotional
process while also maintaining that too much emphasis on the research environment as a “safe
space” is “deeply rooted in the maintenance of whiteness and white supremacy” (CorcesZimmerman & Guida, 2019, p. 103). As a White researcher, it was my responsibility to
consistently evaluate my own complicity and emotionality, remembering the description of
liberatory research used by Leonardo and Porter (2010): “dialogue as a method of violence and
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violence as dialogical” (p. 152). It was advantageous that I have relationships with the other
participants and have an established foundation of trust. The aim was to work within those
existing relationships, modeling my own process of praxis and deconstruction, in a way that the
other participants felt comfortable to follow suit.
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Chapter 4: Results
This chapter will be a space to detail the unfolding of the participants’ work in deconstruction
and co-reconstruction of conceptualizations of diversity and privilege. Identification of certain
themes and codes (such as White complicity, White normativity, and epistemologies of
ignorance) are included later in the analysis of the data; instances of these codes are embedded
throughout the narrative at the points where the participants themselves identified the
manifestation of the given codes in our analysis, which integrated both individual- and groupcentered praxis (the second round of reflection). Additionally, the third round of reflection by
each participant is shown by individualized fonts.
Also embedded throughout the following narrative is a series of my own reflective
pauses. The purpose of these reflective pauses are twofold: 1) at times, they provide explicit
connection to how the ongoing culture circle conversations informed my decision making as the
project developed, particularly regarding prompts for future conversations; and, 2) the reflective
pauses serve as an illustration of my own process of praxis, including continued deconstruction
of my own privilege and how I engage with the project as “teacher-as-learner.” This is important
to highlight considering the Critical Whiteness theory driving this work, which insists on the
understanding that one can never fully “arrive” at an anti-racist identity, but rather requires a
continual cycle of reflection and action.
Week 1 - Pushing Past Political Correctness to Participation
The first culture circle, held at the beginning of the semester, was primarily utilized to
establish familiarity with both the group and the nature of the project all of us would be engaging
in throughout the semester. Each student participant had established relationships with me and
with each other; as freshmen, Leeann and Freddie had engaged with a support program for
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students from West Virginia (GEAR UP) which was provided through my office. As part of this
program, Nicole worked as a graduate assistant and got to know many of the students in the
population we served, including Leeann and Freddie. Sharing the experience of being from rural
parts of the state, transitioning to WVU and life in Morgantown, and using me as a resource
helped us to form individual and group relationships. which contributed to a necessary sense of
trust within the group. Again, this was an invaluable component of the present work because, as
Joseph-Salisbury (2019) states, “race is emotional.”
I introduced the project as a participatory space, letting the student participants know that
the purpose was to engage in a process of reflection and analysis related to ideas about diversity,
power, and privilege. I shared that while a great outcome of the project would be for them to
identify as a developing anti-racist, that is a result that I can neither require nor control;
therefore, what I did ask of them is for transparency and honesty with an understanding that there
is not a need to maintain political correctness (a phrase I employed) or share what they believe I
want to hear. Emphasizing to the participants that they did not need to feel pressured to maintain
political correctness, or a belief that they must avoid any language that could be offensive, was
important because any type of censorship that they would place upon themselves could impact
the depth of authentic praxis that is desired through this project.
This expectation set up the introduction to the principles and commitments of critical
participatory action research (CPAR) (refer to Table 2). From the given principles and
commitments, all three student participants expressed particular excitement in engaging in the
following: 1) “to value knowledges that have been historically marginalized and delegitimized
(i.e. youth, prisoner, immigrant) alongside traditionally recognized knowledges (i.e. scholarly),”
and 2) “to encourage risk-taking in the in interest of generating new knowledge (i.e.,
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understanding individuals and the collective to be “under construction” with ideas and opinions
that are in formation, expected to grow, etc.)” (Dillard, 2020, p. 51). The participants were
particularly drawn to the ability to identify themselves as “under construction,” acknowledging
their willingness to learn, and to participate in constructing a new collective knowledge.
In addition to setting the stage for the project in its entirety, participants also engaged in a
review and reflection on intersectionality. Each of the participants had an existing working
definition of intersectionality that acknowledged the interconnectedness of multiple identities.
For her own definition of intersectionality, Nicole gave a meaningful concrete example:
It’s like if you’re advocating for one type of person, you can’t really just look at it in a
vacuum. So you can’t just be a white feminist, then you’re going to miss out on
acknowledging trans women, women of color, stuff like that. It’s all connected.
While working through the definitions of intersectionality as a group, we agreed that when
engaging with intersectionality, it was of the utmost importance to recognize that identities do
not exist in silos and cannot be detangled from one another; identities can include (but are not
limited to) race, ethnicity, religion, gender, sexual orientation, (dis)ability, socioeconomic status,
and language. That being established, the next activity asked participants to reflect on various
components of their individual, holistic identities. Participants spent time considering which of
their identities they thought about most often and which they thought about least often. A
summary of what was shared follows. The content of the first culture circle served as a
foundation for more targeted conversations later in the project.
Leeann
The first participant to respond, Leeann was quick to embrace her identity as a female as
the component that she considered most frequently-- “girl power” was the specific way she
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framed the embrace of her female identity. She also mentioned socioeconomic status as a part of
her identity that she thinks about often; she pointed out that because some family members have
dealt with financial strains, she is motivated to make educational and professional decisions that
will protect her from similar struggles in the future. Lastly, Leeann mentioned her Whiteness as a
prominent piece of her identity, explicitly acknowledging that her Whiteness evokes privilege. A
key addition to this acknowledgement came when she stated that “when stuff happens...I need to
use my voice because people are more likely to listen.” This is a concept that was teased out
further during our culture circle conversations.
As for the identities that Leeann noted thinking least often about, her initial response was
her sexual orientation. As a heterosexual person, she said that she “doesn’t face any challenges
because of it [so she has] never had a reason to think about it.” In the same vein, Leeann also
shared that she rarely considers her ability levels (including cognitive and physical), again
recognizing that her lack of challenges associated with that identity keep her from thinking about
it.
Nicole
Similarly to Leeann, Nicole first made note of her female identity as the one she thought
of the most. However, unlike Leeann, Nicole’s reasoning for the frequent consideration of her
femaleness is rooted in how her presentation of that identity may be perceived by others.
Expression of gender, specifically the question of “what do I need to turn down?” was an issue
that she expressed grappling with. By “turn down,” she was referencing traits such as emotion,
voice pitch, and fillers such as “like.” In addition to her identity as female, Nicole also provided
the unique response of her identity as a first-generation college student. Her “inner monologue”
was both implicitly and explicitly referred to in her discussion of which identities she frequently
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thinks about, which connects to her reflection on how she presents herself and is perceived by
others.
Nicole rarely considered her Whiteness as an important facet of her identity. She noted
that she did not think about Whiteness in terms of how she sees herself, but that she does often
think about her “White privilege when things happen.” By “when things happen,” she clarified
that she was referring to any type of racial event, and she was particularly envisioning police
violence against People of Color and Black Lives Matter protests. The distinction between when
she does reflect on her Whiteness and when she does not allude to the construct of White
normativity that Foste and Irwin (2020) connect to student development theory, which will be
explored further in the discussion.
Freddie
For Freddie, his responses to each prompt were more singular. Regarding the identity he
thinks most frequently about, he shared that socioeconomic status was always on his mind since
he is paying for his own education. As for the identity he thinks least often about, he mentioned
his identity as cognitively and physically able. Freddie later shared that he has a brother who is a
little person, which impacts his perception of physical ability. He also made a point to mention
that he recognizes that he should think about his gender privilege more, acknowledging that he is
starting to understand more how society is a “man’s space.”
Me
In the tradition of authentic CPAR and Freirean teacher-as-learner, I shared my own
reflection on identities that I most and least often consider. In my own reflection, my Whiteness
is one of the identities that I think about most often. While this was not always the case, my
journey as a teacher in a variety of contexts and diving into inequitable systems in education
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prompted me to develop this intentional reflection on my own White privilege. I also shared that
I think about my gender identity very frequently, but more so in a context when I am frustrated
about obstacles that women (especially single women) face both personally and professionally.
While I do think frequently about my assets and strengths associated with my female identity, I
also spend energy focusing on ways that I feel I must navigate establishing my professional
expertise and authority when interacting with male peers.
As for the identity that I consider least frequently, I shared that I rarely reflect on my
ability privilege–both physical and mental. I recognize that many settings in which I live and
work are designed in a way that perpetuates ableism, but active reflection and action that
addresses this inequity does not draw my focus as heavily as it should. In addition to ability
level, I also do not think often about my identity as a cisgender heterosexual person. The
intention for acknowledgement of these identities, for me as well as for the student participants,
is to make more visible inequities and systems of marginalization by first naming the privilege
that we have.
Week 2 - Looking Both Ways
After establishing the purpose of the project and expectations and values associated with
CPAR, each of the students engaged in a one-on-one conversation with me to ensure that they
each had sufficient space to thoughtfully begin their individual journeys of praxis. These efforts
of praxis for each individual participant will involve an active reflection of their understanding of
certain systems of inequity and how they participate in and/or benefit from those systems.
Leeann
Leeann began her reflection by sharing that her personal definition of diversity is
“representation of many different ethnicities, beliefs, races, all of that stuff within one setting or

61

one area.” Here, she touched on multiple types of identities, and even before a prompt was given,
she actively differentiated that her high school was not at all diverse based on her definition, but
West Virginia’s campus was. In fact, if anyone who was not White moved into her hometown,
locals would not be shy about questioning where they came from and why they were here now.
She noted her father’s participation in contributing to this unwelcoming environment, describing
him as a “stereotypical redneck.” Leeann did not engage in her father’s efforts to make her share
his beliefs (she even commented that he was angry about her decision to participate in this
project), but rather latched onto and worked to emulate her mother’s acceptance of everyone and
“pass[ing] no judgment on anyone.” By early middle school, she was actively solidifying her
perception of what was “mean” and what was kind and making friends with like-minded peers
who would continue to be her circle through graduation.
During her middle school and high school years, Leeann conceptualized “diversity” as
mostly referring racial diversity--specifically, the differentiation between White folks and People
of Color (which she coded for during her analysis). However, she also recognized diversity as
the nuanced representations of the Christian faith in her hometown and nearby communities. She
alluded to identifying as Christian as nothing less than a necessity for acceptance in her
hometown, though there was a lack of cohesion among the various denominations such as
Baptist, Pentecostal, and Methodist. Leeann found it strange that worshippers in different
churches would judge others who were part of the same Church.
With a little bit of encouragement, Leeann also started teasing out the representation of
various socioeconomic statuses in her high school. The wealthier kids, she pointed out, were
much more likely to participate in sports and other extracurricular activities, be in advanced
courses, and be encouraged to go to college and even “get out” of West Virginia--something she
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sees very obviously now, but did not recognize while she was in high school. School personnel
added a magnifying glass to students who were low-SES, making a “big deal” out of covering
students’ locker fees and other relatively inconsequential costs through the academic year that
fall on the shoulders of students regardless of means.
Connecting her school’s population to that of the broader community, Leeann explained
that the students who could not pay their locker fees were not even the youth in the community
with the highest need; instead, those peers with the most aggressive financial struggles often
dropped out to work. When they weren’t at work, they could often be seen with their belongings
underneath a local bridge, which is where they were assumed to have lived at that point.
The socioeconomic makeup of her community influenced Leeann’s initial impressions of
not just Appalachia itself, but what it meant to claim Appalachia as your own. Those who
struggled financially or with substance abuse were often the first to be vocal about their pride in
being Appalachian, which gave Leeann pause in claiming that identity for herself. She imagined
Appalachia as mostly a “copy and paste” of her southern West Virginia home, regarding both
population and geography, and very “southern and White.” However, through independent
learning and high school history courses, she was excited to see the expansiveness of the region
and pushed herself to imagine the region as much richer (more diverse and of more value) than
the previously imagined “copy and paste.”
In spite of (or because of) the evolution of her understanding of the makeup of the
Appalachian region, Leeann said that when she pictures someone from Appalachia, she does not
see a particular type of person. She only sees someone who is proud to be Appalachian, because
she believes that people should be proud to be from this space. Later, as Leeann had the
opportunity to reflect upon and analyze her transcript, she pushed back on her own response
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here. She stated that this was not really true, that she was “trying to convince [herself] that [she]
had no assumptions about people from Appalachia,” but recognizes that she really does have
assumptions that reproduce stereotypes of the region.

Leeann: “I feel like I still catch myself trying to convince myself that I have no bias. When I do catch myself, I have to
tell myself to be honest. If you catch it, and try to reconstruct it, it’s better than ignoring it and letting it go
uncorrected. It happens when I am talking to other people about Appalachia–especially with my friends here in
Morgantown. I like to talk about being from Appalachia, but I’ll catch myself saying something like, ‘We’re not all
backwards or hillbilly people.’ So, I was trying to convince myself that I still don’t have those beliefs. But I am working
on pushing back on that narrative… It’s an ongoing process.”
As we started to dive into the transition from high school to college, Leeann shared that
she had worked very hard to prepare herself to come to West Virginia University and encounter
all kinds of new people and new ideas. Driven by examples of judgment and othering in her
hometown (which were primarily referenced as coming from the church community, such as
bullying of LGBTQ youth), Leeann’s goal in her personal growth and in her new environment
was to be accepting of everyone and be informed on the variety of beliefs and perspectives
represented on campus, and she was grateful for educational modules provided by the university
during her orientation. Leeann stated that this handful of modules “opened [her] eyes even more
to the different types of people here, the different backgrounds.” She envisioned her new college
as somewhat of a mecca of diversity and was admittedly very fearful that in fact she would be
judged in college for being from southern West Virginia, which she assumed would be
associated with racism and prejudiced behaviors and perception that she would be a conservative
Republican. When given the opportunity to code her transcript, Leeann pointed out that her own
fear of being perceived that way was a way of reifying stereotypes about Appalachia and
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southern West Virginia, mainly because a piece of her still actually perceived peers from her
hometown as representing these characteristics, too.
Reflective Pause: Leeann puts emphasis on her own efforts to be seen as “accepting.” Her use
of this phrase brings to mind narratives of neutrality, letting others live life as they please
absent of judgment or active engagement/interference. This begs the question, however, what
is neutrality, if it exists? What power and privilege do acceptance and neutrality reify? The
concepts of acceptance and neutrality are wrapped up together tightly, and this will be a point
to probe further in later conversations with Leeann and the other participants.

Once on campus, in spite of the tumultuous beginning to her academic career in the midst
of COVID-19, Leeann soon realized that she (along with her accepting beliefs) fit in socially
rather well. This belonging seemed to stem from her identities rooted in Whiteness and her
liberal political leanings. She recalled being told frequently growing up that White people were
the ones who were being discriminated against, that Black and Brown people hate White people.
She had always doubted this to be the case but solidified her rejection of this perception as she
started to notice differences in how she was treated in public spaces (throughout Morgantown
and on campus) compared to People of Color. “If I walk into a store with my hood on, nothing
would happen to me...no one would say anything to me if I looked suspicious,” she stated, going
on to note that a Person of Color in the same situation often brings attention from workers,
“Because people sometimes have views that People of Color are like going to steal from you.”
She also added that she thinks women in general are assumed to be less suspicious than men in
public spaces such as stores, as men are “seen as more aggressive.” When we returned to this
piece of the conversation during the analysis, I asked Leeann to tease out these assumptions a bit
further. With that nudge, she responded that ultimately her ideas about views of “suspicion” and
“aggression” may be more influenced by one’s socioeconomic status (or, more accurately, the
SES that one presents).
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Refocusing on the more specific context of WVU, Leeann shared that she does not
necessarily think of any one type of person when she imagines the typical student on campus;
instead, she envisions the university as a “melting pot of all different kinds of people.” The only
distinction she provided was that occasionally she pictures “White guys” as the typical WVU
student, but only in the context of partying and fraternities. As the school has a strong reputation
for parties and Greek life, she and her friends in high school would connect campus to White
males engaging in parties and being a group to avoid--a rather clear opposite from her first-year
excitement about being part of a mecca of diversity.
Reflective Pause: Leeann’s vision of what her experience at WVU would entail seems to
encompass some contradictory ideas. While she has expressed a perception that college would
expose her to more diverse populations, which is exciting to her, she also has an explicit
perception that there is a significant population of White men, which she sees as threatening.
Since arriving on campus, these perspectives have not shifted; this may be due in part to her
early months in Morgantown allowing for little exploration and socialization due to COVID19. Though this dual perception is not a primary focus of this current project, I am interested in
exploring the “why” behind Leeann’s opposing ideas. What parts of her ideas about college
student populations are impacted by firsthand experience and what parts might be impacted by
media and/or stories passed on by peers?
When the transcript of this conversation with Leeann was revisited as a group, I also took time
to challenge the term “melting pot” that Leeann uses above. While this is a typical descriptor
for the United States and, in this instance, US institutions such as higher education, I asked
participants to reflect on what imagery a “melting pot” suggested in regards to various
identities and representation. Leeann admitted she had never thought about that before, and
responded that it does sound like “assimilation… which takes away peoples’ identities.” I
encouraged the group to consider this an illustration of the way we often unknowingly make
broad, generalized statements that can actually work to uphold assimilatory efforts and erasure
of certain marginalized populations.

Nicole
Nicole, the only graduate student in the participant group, has been at West Virginia
University for over four years now, which she says has given her more time to go “deeper” into
higher education--understanding the way the institution works and what to expect. Given her
66

slightly more advanced academic experience and longer time in higher education, Nicole’s
definition of diversity is “having as many possible identities [and] types of identities and have an
equal...seat at the table.” When prompted to elaborate, she shared that she thinks the “equal seat
at the table” component is the most important part of the definition because “sometimes people
think that having one person that has one identity just be there is enough.” This thought process
returns to Nicole when she thinks about the context of college campuses, primarily envisioning
what she assumes to be a stereotypical college pamphlet with one or two Students of Color
included in the advertisement, when “in reality leadership...or faculty [are] predominantly White
males.” Nicole’s perception of diversity is deeply tied with inclusion and representation, and she
believes that leadership should reflect the body being represented and cared for.
Reflecting on how her perception of diversity had developed as she grew up in
Charleston, West Virginia (the state capital), Nicole noted that her hometown was relatively
diverse compared to the more rural parts of the state. She went to school with “different types of
people,” which was “good for [her] development.” By this, she was implying that early exposure
to a variety of backgrounds and beliefs provided her with a valuable foundation of interpreting
and finding value in diversity, preventing “culture shock” when she transitioned to college.
While some racial diversity was present in her schools and community, the primary type
of diversity Nicole remembers being most obvious among her peers is socioeconomic status.
There are “different pockets of Charleston,” and Nicole described the neighborhood where she
grew up to be a primarily wealthy neighborhood; however, her family was not wealthy, and
those “pockets” included middle class spaces within wealthier communities. A consciousness of
this division began to emerge by the end of middle school and further developed during her high
school career, especially as her high school drew in populations of students from outside of the
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school district to take advantage of the school’s magnet programs. Nicole and her friends
referred to the wealthier students as the “South Hills Golden Children,” referencing the
neighborhood where “the rich kids” lived. Even during high school, Nicole was aware of how
much power the families of the “Golden Children” maintained because of their money and
positions, such as presidents of coal companies and school board members. She also voiced that
this population seemed to be “masking that they are from Appalachia” with the way they
presented their high socioeconomic status.
Reflective Pause: When Nicole states that those in the high-SES population “mask[ed] that
they are from Appalachia,” this seems to imply that she perceives all of the Appalachian
population to be low-SES; i.e. under their perceived masks exists poverty. However, actively
working to mask that they are from Appalachia would also indicate that they acknowledge
their Appalachian identity, regardless of whether that acknowledgement comes willingly or
begrudgingly. Nicole herself expresses that having grown up in a more economicallydeveloped community in West Virginia, she initially would not have identified herself as
Appalachian. Therefore, it would seem unlikely that the high-SES group Nicole references is
actively working to “mask” such an identity.

On the other end of the spectrum, there was another group of students referred to as “the
Creekers,” whose name also stemmed from their neighborhood near Alum Creek. These students
were consistently looked down upon because of their low socioeconomic status (SES), and even
secluded themselves to a specific edge of the cafeteria where “outcasts sat” known as “Creeker
Corner”—a name that even administrators utilized. The moniker and de facto designated seating
only applied to the students who “presented low SES.” Nicole clarified that to present as low
SES or as a “Creeker” meant that the students typically wore camo and other clothes that
signaled their rurality. There were students, however, who were also from the Alum Creek area
but did not “present low SES” and managed to be very popular because they “didn’t look like
[the Creekers] did and sound like they did.” During the analysis of her transcript, Nicole shared
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that felt like she “focused so heavily on SES [as diversity] because [she] took it as a given that
racial diversity existed more in Charleston” than in other communities throughout the state.
Nicole: “In my analysis of the transcript, I still did not recognize intersectionality and acknowledged
the variables in an either/or framework. While I was able to see in my initial analysis that I
overlooked racial diversity, I still did not put everything together in an intersectionality perspective,
when the reality is that these identities do not solely exist separately.”

Discussing the religious diversity in her hometown, Nicole discussed attending preschool
at a church; that was her and her family’s only association with religion, after her dad became
“disenchanted by his religious upbringing.” Her family opted into this preschool mainly due to
limited local preschool offerings at the time. Later on in her schooling, Nicole became very close
with a Muslim girl. The Muslim community being relatively large in that area impacted Nicole’s
previously referenced exposure to “different types of people” in school.
Nicole perceived her high school to be a relative outlier in representing not only the
greater Charleston area, but also West Virginia and Appalachia. She heavily associates the
region of Appalachia with class consciousness and class conflict, and the labor history of West
Virginia in particular does not align with how Nicole feels like many students and families in the
Charleston area present themselves and their wealth. When reflecting upon and analyzing this
part of her interview, Nicole and I discussed that the way she framed class conflict and
presentation of SES may indicate a default assumption as all of Appalachia as poor, workingclass.
She perceived Charleston to have minimal racial diversity, and the rest of West Virginia
and Appalachia to all be predominantly White. Nicole does differentiate that the more
metropolitan areas seem to be more “open” about issues surrounding the LGBTQ+ community,
which she also believes are major outliers from the rest of Appalachia that are more “Bible
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thumping kind of people” and “in [her] brain those two things don’t match up because [she]
think[s] a lot about oppression by...those religious communities on LGBTQ communities.”
During analysis, Nicole astutely pointed out that she used the term “religious” interchangeably
with “evangelical Christian/Christian fundamentalist,” which she identified as an unfair
assumption and default that there is one type of religion/religious influence in the region.
Nicole expanded on the conflict between the LGBTQ+ community and “Christian
fundamentalists,” noting that the more rural the space, the more frequent the churches and
fundamentalism became. She associates “religious oppression” with male leadership, but also
pointed out that there are plenty of women in those communities who actively support and
engage in those belief systems. In Nicole’s point of view, the heaviest judgements from the
male-led Christian fundamentalist community are dealt to homosexual men and transexual
women--those in the LGBTQ+ community who “exhibit...traditionally feminine characteristics,”
which would be rooted in the patriarchal and misogynist tendencies of the fundamentalist
communities.
Continuing to address gender-related issues in Appalachia, Nicole voiced that she felt
like it is hard for girls in Appalachia to “understand what your options are” as far as education,
careers, and family. The tendency to feel the weight of traditional gender roles is closely tied to
the prominence of the religious communities through the region, and Nicole mentioned that it
seemed like being a “good wife that has the children” is more in line with the religious and
political conservative beliefs that run through rural spaces and (in Nicole’s view) much of the
Appalachian region. Nicole, however, has never felt that particular pressure herself, and she
connects that happily to her parents’ lack of religion and having attended high school in a more
metropolitan area.
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The type of pressure that was presented in her high school community was not to
participate in traditional family values, but rather to pursue a good education. The most
admirable educational route among her peers (and perpetuated by school faculty and staff) was to
go to college out of state after graduation-- at her high school, “people look down on you if you
go to WVU.” She explained that this was largely due to the high acceptance rate at WVU, and
parents were often “snobby” in their claims that WVU was not a good enough school if the
acceptance rate was so high. Nicole believes that the school being situated in the state of West
Virginia itself played a part, too, stating that students internalize “the anti-West Virginia, antiAppalachia sentiment, whatever that might be for them individually, and they just want to get
out.” Much of this rejection stems from her peers’ relative liberal political leanings and their
perception of West Virginia’s political conservatism as backwards, and ultimately lumping
“stupidity” in with the political and religious right.
Since being at WVU herself, Nicole has spent some time reflecting on these experiences
and, in particular, how they connected to Trump’s election in 2016. Trump’s time in office
spurred Nicole’s “understanding of...how important diversity is.... After Trump was elected and
seeing all the people that were terrified of when he was elected, that’s what...solidified for me
that...diversity is really important, and inclusion and belonging is really important.” As far as
WVU’s part in this realization, Nicole thinks that WVU leadership theoretically wants to be
inclusive, but does not have a strong understanding of how to do that in practice. She recounted
instances as an RA when some of the Peers of Color described feeling much less safe on campus
after the election, being subjected more frequently to aggression like the “n- word.” With
familiar cynicism in her voice, Nicole concluded by speculating that the university would never
be more than passive in dealing with such issues because “they are so concerned with optics.”
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Reflective Pause: Prior to the beginning of this project, Nicole had already begun to develop a
critical lens through which to view and interpret power. She is often particularly aware of
privilege at the intersection of race, class, and gender. Her reference to university leadership’s
concern with optics points to an understanding that power is actively maintained, and
action/policy rooted in anti-racism and/or critical multiculturalism on campus would disrupt
and decrease maintenance of power among leadership.

Freddie
Freddie had a relatively simplistic take on diversity at the start of this project. His
definition of diversity was focused on a presence of “lots of different people from different
backgrounds and lots of different cultures.” When connecting this definition of diversity to his
experiences growing up and attending school in central West Virginia, he shared that there was
not much diversity in his hometown; there were “seven or eight People of Color in [his] high
school,” and anyone he knew in his hometown who was a Person of Color had not been born in
that town, but had rather moved in from somewhere else.
In high school, Freddie’s teachers were mostly older White women, and he identified
them as still having a “mindset from the 70s or 80s with People of Color” and sensed a bias
against his Peers of Color.
Freddie: “After reflecting, I have realized that this statement is a little hypocritical on my part.
I’ve realized that I also have had moments that I have had this “mindset” whether that be with
micro aggressions, etc. I have also realized that it is harmful to say that this is an old mindset
and will eventually die off with the older generation, but I don’t think that is true because of
the fact that it is still being perpetuated by the younger generation as well.”

Freddie cited a specific example of a classmate who was from Mexico being singled out
frequently by their White Spanish teacher in a way that put the student on the spot and
stereotyped her as opposed to a highlighting and valuing knowledge of a native-Spanish speaker.
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Freddie saw this as problematic because “not everybody who is Mexican or Puerto Rican or
anything, they don’t always speak Spanish.”
Connecting diversity to his own family, Freddie felt that he had a “different outlook than
the average person from [his hometown] because [his] brother is a little person.” He stated that
his family contributed somewhat to the diversity of the community because there are “no other
people like that” in town. Attending events throughout the country that were designed to support
and build community for individuals with dwarfism also contributed to Freddie’s differentiation
of what diversity looked like inside and outside of his hometown, as travel helped expose him to
a variety of different communities and types of people that were not represented in southern
West Virginia.
To Freddie, his hometown was indicative of all of Appalachia as he was growing up. He
envisioned most of the region as “pretty much the same,” especially the most rural parts. The
extent of his differentiation in the makeup of the Appalachian region was that “the more north
you go, the more diverse it is--like Braxton County [West Virginia] and below” is mostly the
same as his community, implying minimal diversity. But further north, “like Harrison County
and Marion County [West Virginia], they’re a little more diverse like WVU is.”
Reflective Pause: Here, Freddie uses only West Virginian geography to describe the entire
region of Appalachia. Though this is a false conflation, it seems as though this description may
have been used because West Virginia is all Freddie really knows (in relation to the region of
Appalachia). However, this also seems to be somewhat contradictory given Freddie’s other
statements about travel throughout the country for his brother’s events. While acknowledging
that West Virginia is the only state that is fully immersed in the region of Appalachia
(according to the ARC-defined boundaries), this conflation is important to note when
exploring insider/outsider identity.
Freddie: I do consider myself an outsider in Appalachia, but that is something that I am
trying to change because Appalachia has shaped me into who I am.
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Having acknowledged that WVU is “more diverse,” Freddie expanded that before
coming to WVU, he imagined that he would encounter lots of new people, including “People of
Color, people from around the world, from other states, too.” However, exposure to these
unfamiliar communities was not intentionally integrated into his first year in Morgantown;
rather, he “mostly just exist[ed]” and appreciated encounters with new people as they occurred
organically. Even now, in his third year as Mountaineer, Freddie feels that even though he has
been immersed in a more diverse space, he has not seen many explicit instances of power,
privilege, and marginalization. The exception to this was, Freddie noted, a certain business class
that highlighted the stark difference in difficulty for Black loan applicants compared to White
loan applicants. That coursework was Freddie’s first major lesson in systemic racism.
Week 3 - Beginning to Break the Code
This week’s culture circle was the first session in which participants were introduced to
the process of coding/analysis. While the rest of the analysis happened at the end of the series of
culture circle conversations, I chose to embed an initial analysis early in the process in order to
provide participants an opportunity to reflect on their own conceptualizations of diversity. This
reflection would be impactful for the depth and intentionality of culture circle conversations
moving forward. The instructions provided for this first round of coding were to identify
instances of diversity being addressed through the interview, including explicit definitions and
implicit explanations. As participants highlighted these instances in their interview transcripts,
they were also asked to make note of what components of identity were being referenced (i.e.,
race, gender, socioeconomic status, etc.). Ultimately, this analytic task helped participants to
identify ways that their discussion of experience with or interpretation of diversity in their
community and campus did or did not align with their definition of diversity.
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This week’s discussion was also limited since Leeann had been exposed to COVID-19
and was unable to join our in-person session. To adjust for this need, I did not engage the other
two participants in much active discussion, but rather guided them through individual coding
practice. I met later with Leeann individually to provide her the same support.
Reflective Pause: One of my primary goals throughout this project is to facilitate and engage
all participants (including myself) in intentional metacognition. While I do feel that this early
direction for analysis does lend itself well to this goal, upon reflection I question whether
focusing so heavily on the individual was the best choice. This does feel in opposition to one
of the other goals of the project, which is building community through co-construction of
ideas. I acknowledge that defaulting to individual stories/tasks at times is a reflection of
neoliberal conditioning; that said, finding ways to support such co-construction of ideas while
also honoring individual lived experiences is an area that requires more development in my
own practice.

Week 5 - Marking Territory
In the third culture circle, the first part of the conversation was dedicated to allowing each
participant to share reflections that they had made note of since our last meeting. In the culture
circle from Week 3, we had focused on a basic analytic task to begin to expose the student
participants to looking for codes and reflecting on those codes. Each participant reviewed their
own individual interview transcripts, looking for instances of binaries that they created with their
own language; they also worked to identify which identities they referenced regarding their
conceptualization of diversity. The figures below show the participants’ process of coding for
binaries and/or categories of identities that were referenced in their interview transcripts.
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Figure 1. An excerpt from Leeann’s interview and her code noting when she reified a binary of
“poor versus middle class.”

Figures 2 and 3. Nicole’s and Freddie’s codes (respectively) for categories of identity that they
discussed as conceptualization of diversity.
To exemplify the refinement of participants’ analysis and identification of codes that
focus our individual praxis, I will first highlight an exchange with Leeann and her early efforts to
grapple with labeling codes. She was eager to share and expand on previous points she had
made, especially in reference to her upbringing and the relationship her family had with
Appalachia and Whiteness. Leeann’s brother said that “there’s no oppression or whatever” and
that “a Black person by themselves is fine, but a group of Black people are…thugs.” Using her
new knowledge of the definition of epistemology of ignorance (not needing to ask questions
about and maintaining the status quo of racial inequity), Leeann was able to point out her
brother’s belief as an example of this construct. This construct of epistemology of ignorance is an
expansion from Mills’s (1997) definition of White racial ignorance as a representation of an
“agreement to misinterpret the world” (p. 18). While it was valuable for Leeann to be able to
identify an example of this construct in her personal life, I guided her with a reminder that the
onus of the work being done in the given project is to reflect on our individual reproduction of
the constructs of Critical Whiteness Studies as it relates to our own development.
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Similarly, Leeann noted that her father was very angry when she told him about her
participation in this project, as he, like her brother, denies racism and oppression. In response to
his outburst, Leeann told him to “shut up” since he “never even left [his] little holler.” This
exchange highlights the emotional nature of interrogating race, specifically White privilege. Her
father’s anger points to an aggressive meta-ignorance, which Medina (2013) utilizes to name
active maintenance of one’s own ignorance. Leeann’s anger, however, may be indicative of a
false sense of arrival that often accompanies a progressive identity, not yet recognizing that the
unlearning of her racial identity and privilege is an ongoing process and never truly ends. While
Leeann has a deep love and appreciation for her hometown and the state of West Virginia, this
accusation is a direct implication that she believes one cannot understand issues of power and
privilege without leaving a hometown that is nearly racially homogeneous in its makeup.
Leeann’s last reflection included a memory from a middle school basketball game she
attended in her hometown. At this game, when a Black referee made a controversial decision, a
White man in the crowd stood up and yelled, “You don’t even belong here. You need to leave!”
Leeann pointed out that this was one of the first times she witnessed explicit racism, and that it
demonstrated an iteration of White normativity that was attached to rural Appalachia, stating that
“the word ‘belong’ was saying that only White people belong.” As a group, we agreed that this
was particularly important given that the incident took place in rural West Virginia, highlighting
the intersection of race and place.

Figure 4. Leeann’s coding for White normativity (WN) in an Appalachian context
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Reflective Pause: The racist notion that a Person of Color “does not belong” is not a narrative
that is necessarily limited to rural spaces, but is often tied to the idea of rural spaces as
homogeneously White. Each participant has previously referenced their own perceptions of
Appalachia as a White space, which alludes to belonging; however, all participants were quick
to note the unfairness of an explicit, verbal declaration of who belongs (or, who doesn’t). This
instance acts to highlight the need to consistently engage in deconstruction of our assumptions
of belonging without requiring an explicit incident to prompt that reflection.

Freddie's initial analysis of his individual interview revealed to him that his
conceptualization of diversity was almost exclusively focused on racial diversity. In intentional
efforts to expand his reflections to include other components of identity, he contributed to this
culture circle with a story about efforts to create a Gay Straight Alliance (GSA) in his high
school. A small group of students, including Freddie, hoped to simply establish a club that would
support LGBTG+ students and identify their allies within the school. The club did not get any
more traction than a poster in the cafeteria, which was soon taken down. There was enough
outrage in the community (within the school and outside of it) that a board meeting was held to
discuss the issue, and ultimately it was decided that there would not be a GSA at the high school.
Freddie felt frustrated by this decision, stating that it was not uncommon for LGBTQ youth to
hide who they were--it “made people not want to come out until they left [central West
Virginia].” He later added that he himself was an example of this pattern, and he came out as
bisexual after starting his college career.
In contrast to the outrage over the attempted GSA, Freddie recalled that his high school
had housed a Fellowship of Christian Athletes (FCA) club that was never challenged as being
appropriate for a school setting; though he was not surprised by the FCA’s existence, he wished
that there was more equity in belief systems impacting students’ experience. Through our
analysis, we identified this as exemplifying heteronormativity as well as Christian-normativity.
Both Freddie and Leeann agreed that there was a powerful evangelical identity present in their
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hometowns that strongly influenced intersectional identities and belonging. Freddie voiced that
the majority of his hometown was “closed minded when it comes to the LGBTQ community”
and they are “very Bible Belt about it.” Leeann nodded in agreement, noting that she had a
friend in high school who, after coming out, was pursued by a Christian youth group to explain
why he was sinning and to employ methods of conversion therapy to “save his soul.”
The rest of the Week 5 culture circle shifted a more intentional focus on how participants
had described their vision of Appalachia in previous culture circle conversations and individual
interviews. I prompted them to recall how they envisioned “an Appalachian” when they were
growing up, if they did at all. Freddie said that he mostly thought of the region as “pretty much
just White,” and Nicole echoed that Whiteness was what she primarily envisioned, but added
rurality as well. Several times through the project, including this week, Leeann described her
original vision of Appalachia as a “copy and paste” of her hometown in southern West
Virginia—this copied and pasted image includes working-class White people, coal mines on the
verge of extinction, and a small population nestled in some big, beautiful mountains. I shared
that growing up, I had similar imaginings as Nicole, highlighting Whiteness and rurality.
All of our early pictures of the region of Appalachia demonstrated White normativity, but
we also decided to add a code of diversity in Appalachia to these examples. We agreed that
conceptualizing the region as a homogenous space implied that there was little to no diversity
(including mostly racially, religiously, and sexually) in Appalachia, which is problematic. This
also contributed to a decision to continue to look for instances of diversity in Appalachia being
addressed throughout our analytic process.
We then revisited a topic from the first culture circle: defining intersectionality and
naming our own various identities. As we continue to work to detangle and understand how our

79

identities contribute to our power and privilege, it is important to know if each participant
actually claims “Appalachian” as part of their identity. Leeann, who is commonly vocal about
her affinity towards the region as her home, was quick to speak first. She claimed an
outspokenness about her Appalachian identity, but it “used to not be like that...as [she’s] grown
older, [she’s] kind of grown more fond of being Appalachian.” When prompted to elaborate on
what prompted the shift towards fondness, Leeann described her perspective toward Appalachia
while growing up in the region was largely framed with rejection, which was rooted in her
feelings of “otherness” compared to the majority of her community in southern West Virginia.
Because she did not identify with most of the people (and their beliefs and attitudes) in her
immediate surroundings, labeling them as “full of hatred” (in connection to the common
conservative values present in the community), Leeann was slow to embrace a connection to and
identification with Appalachia. However, she now feels deeply connected to the region and
defensive about other people’s deficit views of the region.
Her description of changing attitudes towards the region is embedded with notions of a
marked Whiteness that are referenced by Scott (2009) that are situated at the intersection of race
and specifically working-class identity. While Whiteness remains largely unmarked in the United
States (through White normativity), a marked Whiteness indicates differences within the
presentation of Whiteness, such as socioeconomic status. Leeann was very conscious of these
differences and desired to demonstrate pride in her background, especially in the midst of her
transition to higher education. For example, Leeann shared that she has had experiences where
she has told someone that she is from Appalachia or southern West Virginia and they respond
with, “Oh, I’m so sorry,” to which she responds, “No, it’s okay, it’s great and it’s probably better
than wherever you’re from.”
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Reflective Pause: The context for Leeann’s shift in attitude is important to address; while she
had a negative attitude and felt herself to be an “outsider” during her time living in a rural
community within the region, her transition to higher education--even within the same state-impacted her lens personal construction of insider/outsider identity, which is largely due to her
immersion in a community of peers who condemned her rural hometown, causing Leeann to
construct those peers as outsiders in the place-based identities of Appalachian and West
Virginian.

Despite the shift in explicit attitude that Leeann claimed between her childhood and now,
we identified several ways in this same conversation that she is still participating in the
maintenance of a negative perception of the region of Appalachia. While she is quick to defend
her home when she encounters others’ use of negative stereotypes, her inner dialogue and
perception of the region is wrought with many of the same stereotypes, such as “horrible, hateful
conservatives” making up most of the population. At the end of this culture circle conversation,
she vehemently states that she “100 percent [does] not want to be perceived as what people
usually think of Appalachia.”
Nicole’s connection to an Appalachian identity was rather different from Leeann’s.
Having spent her life in Charleston and Morgantown, WV, which are more populated and more
urban communities in the state, she was hesitant to take up the classification of “Appalachian.”
Nicole stated that having lived near the state capital and in Morgantown, “it just feels different
than [the other participants’] experiences…but I do love Appalachia, so…it’s not on the forefront
of my mind, but I’m not rejecting it.” Instead, she said that she would be quicker to integrate
acknowledgement of a West Virginian identity into her self-description. Similarly, Freddie said
that he would not necessarily self-identify as “Appalachian.” He specifically stated that he
doesn’t “really fit with the stereotypical Appalachian” identity. Later, he elaborated that his idea
of the “stereotypical Appalachian” includes being “White, conservative, they’re Christian,
maybe not very smart or not much education.” By employing the phrase “stereotypical
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Appalachian,” Freddie implies not only that a negative Appalachian stereotype exists, but also
contributes to the reproduction of that stereotype through participating in its existence—even
though acknowledgement of the negative stereotype is made to reject his association with it. This
again highlights the distinction of a marked Whiteness that is present at the intersection of class,
race, and the place of Appalachia.

Figure 5. Freddie’s coding from a culture circle transcript, noting an instance of marked
Whiteness
As conversation through this culture circle continued to center on perception of
Appalachia (and ultimately, as all participants discovered through our analysis, their
participation in reproduction of the negative stereotype), Nicole took time to discuss the
exaggerated shift in her perception of the region since she began college. She stated that “the
more immersed [she has] gotten into higher education, the more that [she finds]...getting more
mad about conservative, backwards kind of people.” Once she was reflecting upon and coding
her transcript, Nicole realized that this statement was in harsh juxtaposition to her focus on class
conflict in her earlier individual interview; she pointed out higher education is deeply tied to
class, and by embedding herself into education and embracing an identity of “educated,” she
creates a binary that integrates identities of education level, class, and political alignment:
educated, middle- to upper-class, progressive versus uneducated, working-class, conservative.

82

She realized that in creating this binary, she was taking agency away from the conservative
community that allows them to make their own educated decisions-- “different doesn’t make
them dumb.” Additionally, she later described her assumption that most people outside of the
region--especially rich politicians such as Donald Trump--viewed Appalachian communities as
“poor and desperate.” Even though her journey through higher education is still situated within
the state of West Virginia, access to and success in education has increasingly contributed to her
perception of herself as different from “the rest” of the state, the primary differentiation being
rooted in her higher education. Reflecting on this perception, Nicole began to see how her
language and her positioning contributed to negative stereotypes about West Virginia. She
expressed desire to continue reflecting on these views she expressed, particularly since her
primary academic and career foci are rooted in economic justice.
Week 8 - Beating the System
During this week’s culture circle, at the midpoint of the semester-long experience, we as
a participant group revisited the conceptualization of diversity. Each participant touched on this
topic during the individual interviews, so we began the conversation with a brief recap of how
each participant had previously defined diversity, and how that conceptualization may have
shifted before and since their arrival at West Virginia University.
Leeann was the first to chime in, sharing that before she got to Morgantown, she
imagined diversity as “mainly race.” Once she got here, however, she learned it was more,
“encompass[ing] religion, culture, things like that...there was a big shift from mainly thinking
just about one aspect of diversity to understanding that there are like multiple aspects to it.”
When I asked her if there was a certain experience that prompted the expanding of that
definition, she pointed to two university-based resources: an introductory sociology course and a

83

diversity, equity, and inclusion module required for all incoming students. Leeann felt that those
two learning experiences jumpstarted her expanding definition of diversity, but they were
complemented by organic experiences of exploring campus and meeting “so many different
people that are…open to discuss everything about themselves.” She also noted that with this
feeling of openness, she appreciated that everyone was “more accepting” than what she believed
her hometown peers to be.
Reflective Pause: The concept of “acceptance” has come up multiple times throughout
conversations, particularly with Leeann. While that term in and of itself had never previously
felt overtly problematic to me, the integration of that concept with the definition of diversity
started to jump out. Is acceptance enough? The idea of acceptance seems to point to a liberal
multiculturalism, which aims to celebrate differences without addressing the structures that
reproduce inequities. What does this mean for Leeann (and the rest of the group’s) reflection
on their own privilege when they are White students in a space that is built for Whiteness?
Nicole: “I think this means that acting as if "acceptance" is an arrival point means that we are
continuing to exert our white privilege by dominating spaces that we should be learning from
instead of controlling the narrative. Using acceptance as the only metric means that we are
continuing to marginalize because we as white people are setting the tone for how these issues
are addressed when we should not be.”

Leeann: “Ever since we talked about this, I have been aware that a lot more needs to be done besides accepting people.
These spaces [such as PWIs] need to be redesigned to be more inclusive and supportive. I know that ultimately I, as a
White woman, have a lot of privilege that I could be leveraging more. I can’t push the blame off onto someone else
when I have opportunities to make change.”

Nicole was initially more critical in her interpretation of diversity. She used to think of
“the stereotypical college pamphlet where they try to represent everybody.” In her transition to
WVU’s campus, she saw that the pamphlet representation was not aligned with the type (or
rather lack) of representation present in university leadership. For Nicole, it was important to
express that the students designated as “diverse populations” simply being present was not
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enough. Rather, she found value in “learning about how to create a safe space… [through]
trainings about microaggressions, inclusion, and SafeZone training.” Through these trainings,
which she herself participated in during her time as a Resident Assistant, highlighted the
imperative nature of “understanding of what diversity is in practice and incorporating inclusion
into that practice.” She referenced Leeann’s definition as well as she wrapped up her response,
agreeing that a conceptualization of diversity that encompassed a lot of identities beyond race
was a vital starting point.
Reflective Pause: The way Nicole approaches and challenges diversity in higher education
very closely mirrors the way Patel (2015) discusses the quantitative nature of many definitions
of diversity. This piece of the conversation again references ways that approaches to diversity
often fail to address structures of inequity. The difference between Leeann’s commentary and
Nicole’s, however, is that one is individual-centered and one is institutional-centered. Seeing
the difference and similarities to these responses pushes me to consider my complicity in both
contexts, as a White woman working for equitable educational opportunity in a higher
education setting. Are there pieces of my own power that I may be leaving unleveraged?

Freddie was the last to add on to this developing conceptualization of diversity. He, too,
referenced Leeann’s first impression of diversity, which was centered on race being the primary
indicator of diversity. He admitted to only discussing race in his individual interview when
prompted to describe his earlier experiences with diversity. Since coming to WVU, Freddie has
been “around different kinds of people…people who are not the same as me,” as opposed to his
hometown, where his perception was that everybody was fairly “similar in their race, religion,
and socioeconomic status.” During the subsequent analysis of this conversation, Freddie
identified this perception as a display of White normativity, since he assumed his hometown to
be racially homogenous.
I related very much to the other participants’ early perceptions of diversity and their
heavy emphasis on race. When I added to the conversation, I noted that a transition to college
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often exposes us to different types of people than we were familiar with as kids, “especially
growing up in West Virginia.” When we dove into the analysis of this conversation later, Leeann
pointed out that I, too, had engaged in White normativity with this statement. Not only was it
White normativity, but also implied that the state of West Virginia was largely homogenous in
all forms of identity. My statement implied that college campuses are one of the only spaces in
the state of West Virginia that a broad variety of intersectional identities are represented, which
reifies the stereotype of the state as White, conversative, Christian, heteronormative space and
erases the presence and voices of those whose identities do not align with this inaccurate
representation.
Getting more specific into the participants’ experiences related to diversity that had
unfolded since becoming students at West Virginia University, I asked the participants to discuss
how they viewed implementation of diversity, equity, and inclusion. Building from her earlier
discussion of inclusion, Nicole pointed out that the beneficial types of training that she has
participated in previously were mostly just accessible to or required for individuals who were
“seeking out some sort of leadership position” but not “embedded in every student’s actual
education here.” Leeann nodded and agreed, adding that she thinks students who want to learn
more about diversity and inclusion “immerse themselves in learning everything” but that we are
also “seeing that a lot more students just have no care to understand.” Freddie rounded out the
consensus by sharing that there are “bits and pieces” of learning opportunities for students to
engage with this issue, but it is not something that everyone “needs to know.” Freddie used air
quotes to wrap the phrase “needs to know,” using sarcasm to imply that institutionally, topics of
diversity, equity, and inclusion are not prioritized for the whole campus. When we later worked
to complete analysis of this conversation, we agreed that this was a display of both White
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complicity and epistemologies of ignorance by the student population as a whole. These codes
were selected because of the indication that many students (assumedly White students) do not go
out of their way to understand marginalized identities, let alone interrogate their own privilege or
to understand existing inequities.
Reflective Pause: The student participants are critical of the lack of institutional
encouragement to engage with learning about power and privilege. As they are positioning the
majority of the responsibility for providing and promoting explicit opportunities to engage in
understanding issues of power and privilege onto WVU as an institution and onto their peers, I
am beginning to see the emergence of the false sense of arrival often associated with those who
identify as politically progressive (such as these participants). It is most certainly more obvious
when I am able to identify it among other people, but listening to the unfolding of this
conversation prompted my own reflexivity. In my own process of praxis (interrogating my
privilege both personally and professionally), I continue to engage in instances of passing
responsibility for reproduction of inequitable structures.
Nicole: “I agree with this analysis because I think my fellow participants and I were initially excited
to show off our wokeness and how we were not part of the problem because we had emerged as
progressives in a conservative state, but this sense of pride is actually counterproductive in
addressing marginalization because we place the blame on other people that we believe haven't
arrived yet like we have. This shuts us out from acknowledging our own responsibilities and
privileges.”

Beyond just issues of the present student body on campus, the participants expressed
frustration in the connection between WVU leadership, perceived political beliefs of all those
living in the state of West Virginia, and West Virginia state leadership. Freddie voiced that it
seemed to him that “campus [leadership] as a whole kind of does the bare minimum” when it
comes to social justice initiatives. Nicole agreed, adding that she has been frustrated by the
university president’s public stance that he represents “the entire state,” which seems to
ultimately brush issues under the rug and maintain a passive mode of leadership. Leeann noted
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that she believed that the institutional passivity really created more division by not taking any
action because people will still “[voice] their opinions and become more divided.”
During the analysis discussion, Leeann asked if her statements on leadership not wanting
to cause division would be an example of epistemologies of ignorance. When asked to elaborate
as to why she interpreted it this way, she said that to her it seemed as though actively attempting
to remain neutral was connected to the active “agreement to misinterpret the world” (Mills,
1997) that is “socially and institutionally reinforced” (Foste & Irwin, 2020). The group
concurred, indicating a collective construction of knowledge, which is a key goal of the
community-based participatory approach.
Reflective Pause: Referencing “campus leadership,” Leeann continues to engage in analysis
that is centered on a critique of WVU. Though the initial point of reflection was to engage in
individual praxis, I felt that Leeann’s coding suggestion was well-founded; there is value in
making visible the ways in which institutions actively uphold their power. I had been prepared
to prompt a shift in conversation that focused more on the participants’ individual reflection,
but this moment added unexpected value to the analysis. As we are part of the institution
(specifically WVU), we cannot bypass their policies, practices, and how we engage with them
when considering our own processes or protecting and/or leveraging our privileged identities.

Connecting the relationship of the institution to the state and how diversity and inclusion
was taken up in this context, I asked the participants if they had ever considered the significance
of our university mascot. Our mascot is a Mountaineer, a White, bearded male donning a
coonskin cap and toting a rifle over his shoulder. When prompted to consider what this might
imply for educational belonging, all three were very quiet at first; Nicole was the first to break
the silence, stating that she “never thought about the mascot.” She and Leann pointed out almost
in unison that the person appointed to act as mascot is always a “White guy,” though there have
been two female Mountaineers elected to act as the mascot previously (with our third joining
their ranks in the coming academic year).
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Nicole elaborated on her own train of thought regarding the mascot’s role in
representation, stating that “mountaineers are so…embedded in what West Virginia is…
Mountaineers are everything West Virginia, not just the university, so I feel if someone were to
call that into question people would be big mad.” Leeann was quick to build on the idea, pointing
out that she did not believe people in West Virginia “do well with change,” and even though
there are “parts of West Virginia that are extremely diverse,” appointing a Person of Color to
represent WVU as our mascot would “cause extreme backlash.” She went on to say that she
believed “the majority of students” would be agreeable about the change, but “the backlash from
people outside of campus would be overwhelming.”
When the analysis of this conversation later took place, Leeann pointed out that she
thought that her statements regarding the different possible reactions to addressing mascot
representation between WVU students and the rest of the state would be something of note, but
she did not feel like any of the existing codes we had used were quite right. I asked her and the
other participants if they could verbalize why this was sticking out to any of them as a significant
moment, and Leeann stated that she had created a binary between college students and noncollege students. This differentiation between populations signified an assumption that all
college students (or even all college-educated individuals) were supportive of more active
diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives (placing them all on the progressive end of the political
spectrum); it also signifies that all those without a college education are not inclined to support
such initiatives (and are assumedly on the conservative end of the political spectrum). Once
Leeann began to tease this out, the other participants agreed and shared they often make that
distinction in their minds, too, but see that it is a false generalization. We ultimately agreed to
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code this as transition to higher education, which was intentionally a bit broad to allow for it to
be used later as needed.
Reflective Pause: One thought I had while listening to the student participants discuss
representation was that none of them explicitly named Whiteness. It was implied several times,
and Leeann referenced “People of Color,” but it was striking to me that even though the
conversation was laden with notions of White normativity, the word itself was mostly danced
around. Simply by failing to name Whiteness, that in and of itself demonstrates White
normativity.
Though Freddie had been quiet and seemed more pensive during the first part of the
original conversation regarding the mascot, when I asked participants to build on the idea of
representation in West Virginia and higher education, he spoke up:
I think [the mountaineer] just adds to the stereotype of West Virginians. People don’t
think of West Virginia as a diverse state. I mean, compared to others, I guess it isn’t. But
people don’t understand that there [are cities] that are pretty diverse, but you wouldn’t
think that because front and center is a White man.
Leeann built off of Freddie’s idea, sharing that she imagines that there is “a bubble around the
state [and]...if you look into it, you just see the same White person everywhere, when, really,
once you enter, it’s not as White as it’s portrayed to be.” Nicole agreed, adding that the
Mountaineer itself seemed to negatively “reinforce what people thought about Appalachia.”
Reflective Pause: Leeann’s illustration of the bubble signified the creation of a distinct
insider/outsider. A “bubble” works to create a definitive barrier as to who is in and who is out,
aligned with a geographic border that, in this instance, implies explicit differences between the
two sides. This is a key moment that will call for individual and group reflection, primarily due
to each participant’s earlier individual interviews, in which they each stated that they imagined
West Virginia and/or Appalachia as a White space. They consider themselves insiders but are
engaging in narratives that they assign to and reject from outsiders.

Leeann continued, expressing that she felt WVU should be a leader in the state when it
came to representation and creating safe spaces for diverse populations. She believes that “right
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now somebody who doesn’t identify as a White heterosexual Christian probably wouldn’t want
to move to West Virginia and be like, ‘Yeah, this is where I want to live.’ It’s just perceived as
somewhere you don’t want [to move].” As for what that would look like on campus, she said the
university should “create a more safe and accepting space… [which would] create a better
mixture of all different kinds of people.”
Nicole pointed out that the university did not seem to put effort into starting
conversations about social justice, and “all of our syllabi have this social justice statement but
that’s the only mention of it in classes sometimes.” Freddie added, “They don’t even read it. It’s
at the bottom, and it’s the same on every [syllabus].” The standardized inclusivity statement for
university syllabi reads as follows:
Inclusivity Statement:
● The West Virginia University community is committed to creating and fostering a positive
learning and working environment based on open communication, mutual respect, and
inclusion. More information is available at Division of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion.
● If you are a person with a disability and anticipate needing any type of accommodation in
order to participate in your classes, please advise your instructors and make appropriate
arrangements with the Office of Accessibility Services.
Leeann slightly deviated from the conversation that was taking place at this point. She expressed
that, in general, she believes that “if White people were facing…any of the problems that People
of Color have faced, then they would be much more up to discussions [about] diversity and
inclusion.” She went on to specify that by “hardships,” she was referring to “prejudice and
racism” and added, “It’s out of sight, out of mind though.”
Nicole, ever the cynic, contributed her opinion that the “right wing” would never be
empathetic to anything that had potential to disrupt their own peace. She supplied a specific
example of the recent debate over Critical Race Theory, but did not elaborate into how she
perceived Critical Race Theory to be taken up by the aforementioned right wing or the opposing
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left wing. The mention of Critical Race Theory sparked Freddie’s interest, and he added that
Critical Race Theory should be integrated into “K through 12, but the Republicans do not want
that, but if you don’t teach about it, then people don’t know about it.” Leeann chimed in,
exclaiming that “it’s not even like critical race theory is anything bad.”
Freddie: “I think that Critical Race Theory should definitely be added to K through 12
curriculum, because this is something that is extremely important to everyone, but is not
something that I even heard about until college. I think that history as we are taught is from
the point of view of white people, and as we know our country and world is incredibly diverse
and should be shown through multiple points of view by all parties involved, not just white
people.”

Reflective Pause: This week’s culture circle felt very charged as a whole. No matter which
direction the conversation went, it felt as though all participants got each other slightly amped
up over the given topics. Much of this week’s conversation was geared toward critique of
systems, and they certainly fed off of each other in the process of identifying what was wrong
with various institutions. The topic of Critical Race Theory was an unexpected culmination to
this conversation, but it was also a fitting illustration to the way we cyclically dig into topics
and often blindly attach ourselves to political ideologies. In this instance, the attachment to the
Critical Race Theory topic seemed motivated by a desire to make clear what political side the
participants were on, i.e., we are pro Critical Race Theory, therefore we are decidedly not
Republicans/conversative. Once it was firmly established that they were in favor of Critical
Race Theory, the effort to defend it and to critique the right-wing perspective on this topic
manifested intensely.

All three participants were aggressively latching on to the subject of Critical Race
Theory, albeit ambiguously; I asked them what their working definition of what critical race
theory is. I encouraged them that this question was not meant as an attack, but rather necessary to
understand what it is we are defending and why. Freddie’s response came first: “Well, in simple
words, isn’t it just talking about racial issues throughout, like, times in history of the United
States?” Nicole followed, stating that she thinks of Critical Race Theory as
taking a more critical eye at our history and not saying, like, Abraham Lincoln freed the
slaves, and we all lived happily ever after, the end. Or even once we defeated segregation
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in this country and Martin Luther King, Jr. gave his speech, then everything is fine and
it’s equal. I also believe there is a lot of White saviorism incorporated into history.
Critical Race Theory, I think, says all these other things happen…it’s a more
comprehensive look at history that isn’t always working in White people’s favor…it’s not
meant to be, like ‘All White people suck,’ it’s just this is what our history is.
Leeann’s definition came last, seeming to continue building from the first two definitions. She
added that, to her, Critical Race Theory is
understanding that the way we’ve been taught or the way we’ve been told about racial
issues that occur in our country, it’s very different from what actually happened… [In
high school] we’re often told these White people saved all these People of Color, like
‘Thank you so much to these amazing White men [for] saving the world.’ When really
it’s not like that… I think the reason that people get so upset about that is because…racial
issues were and still are very big things but…people are so set in tradition that they don’t
want to change how things used to be taught.
With all three student participants’ having shared their working definitions of critical race theory,
I affirmed to them that some of the ideas that they included were important and certainly
connected to Critical Race Theory. However, I helped to refine their understanding by adding
that Critical Race Theory is primarily an “analytic lens that works to address structural inequity”
that is rooted in racism; I also shared a brief background of Critical Race Theory’s development,
noting that it originated in law and legal studies with seminal work done by Kimberle Crenshaw.
Delgado and Stefancic (2001) identify the following five hallmarks of Critical Race Theory:
● “Belief that racism is normal or ordinary, not aberrant, in US society;
● Interest convergence or material determinism;
● Race as a social construction;
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● Intersectionality and anti-essentialism
● Voice or counter narrative” (as cited in Ladson-Billings, 2021)
My final contribution included an explanation that what we are engaging in throughout
this project is, in fact, rooted in critical race theory. At this point, there was a look of wide-eyed
realization that appeared on each participant’s face.
Reflective Pause: Both Nicole’s and Leeann’s description of Critical Race Theory alluded to
the concept of White saviorism in history/the teaching of history. Nicole illustrated with a
reference to Abraham Lincoln’s role in abolition; Leeann explicitly stated that “we’re often
told White people saved all these People of Color.” The way they each included this idea (with
a tone of “finger pointing”) seemed to reflect the overall voice of today’s conversation.
Today’s overarching theme boiled down to highlighting institutional/systemic “wrongs”
without addressing our own participation in and replication of these “wrongs”—overall, an
entire hour of White complicity. It is notable that in our group analysis of this conversation,
participants pointed out instances of White complicity among institutions such as WVU
leadership, but did not engage in the work of exploring how we are individually complicit
within these systems as well.
As for my own approach to engagement in this week’s conversation, I am wrestling with
whether or not I may have crossed the line from “teacher as learner” to “traditional teacher” by
providing them a definition of critical race theory. Though “teacher as learner” does not
entirely negate the knowledge that I am able to contribute to the learning experience, I wonder
if I could have better fostered a co-construction of understanding of critical race theory through
encouraging more connections to the work we have done in our culture circles. One way to
have addressed this could have been to have participants reflect on how we have engaged in
and framed conversations around race in earlier conversations, then find a formal
definition/tenets of Critical Race Theory together using their phones, and finally co-develop a
working statement of what role Critical Race Theory has played (whether they realized it at the
time or not) in our process of deconstruction. This strand of the conversation has also led me to
consider if intentionally opening the project with this discussion and defining Critical Race
Theory (and subsequently Critical Whiteness Studies) would have been beneficial to
encourage all participants to enter each culture circle with that framework driving
conversation. My hesitancy in “frontloading” Critical Race Theory definitions explicitly in this
project was primarily rooted in an uncertainty of how the participants felt about the topic.
Though the intention was always to work towards explicit discussion and analysis through a
lens of Critical Whiteness (which is, of course, connected to Critical Race Theory), my fear
was that opening up the project with this–acknowledging that it is, in fact, perceived as a
sensitive topic right now–would result in participants shutting down or resisting authentic
praxis. My rationale was that continued building of trust and intentional teachable moments
embedded in early conversations would provide a stronger foundation upon which to build
self-reflection and critique. I continue to wrestle with whether or not this was the best possible
course of action, and may revisit and reimagine this sequence in future works.
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The conclusion of the conversation about Critical Race Theory and the unintentional reveal that
our current project is deeply connected to Critical Race Theory gave all participants some new
ideas to reflect upon. At this point, the student participants did not have more that they wanted to
add, so we ended the culture circle. As we wrapped up, I informed the student participants that
when we meet again, we will be more intentional about moving from the institutional to the
individual.
Freddie: “After Sarah explained Critical Race Theory further, it really made me think about all
the things that I was missing in what I thought I knew and was taught. I think that all of us
are just getting a snippet of the inequities and discrimination that different communities are
facing. I have been reading several books to try and gain a new perspective on this, and to try
and become more educated and less complacent in my daily life.”

Week 10 - Popping the White, Liberal Bubble
Though this final meeting was initially intended to focus on community analysis of
previous culture circle conversations, we ultimately required more time to funnel the trajectory
of the project further down to an individual reflection and accountability piece. To prompt this
individual reflection, I used this week’s time to pull from previous conversations. Using my
notes from data collection throughout the semester, I had identified a few direct quotes and
concepts that would be helpful to challenge and/or to tease out further as a community. The
chosen quotes and concepts were those that had stuck out to me as having a direct connection to
protection of privilege or identity formation, and I wanted to revisit these ideas and give our
group an opportunity to speak more to them and possibly critique them.
I opened the conversation by telling the student participants that it “would be very
irresponsible of us to go through the entire project…[without] thinking about our individual
responsibility.” I added that even though, yes, “the institution [of WVU] itself does have
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privilege and power, we also have privileges individually” and it was imperative that we
consider “our own participation in or rejection of” the misuse of that power.
The first prompt for discussion in this culture circle was centered on our collective claim
of progressive political ideologies. I asked participants to think about what ramifications there
may be of claiming liberalism, leaving a conservative space, and settling into a liberal space,
surrounded by like-minded individuals. What does that mean for the community you left behind
that represents (to us) stagnation and beliefs that we do not agree with?
Leeann was the first to respond, stating that “nothing is going to change if everyone who
wants change leaves.” Freddie nodded and added that a “group think aspect” might not always be
beneficial, and it can be healthy to engage with “someone who thinks differently.” Leeann
jumped back in, seeming to have developed some frustration during the time it took for Freddie
to share his thoughts. She expressed that she genuinely “dislikes how people think and how they
act where [she is] from,” but if people who want to see change all leave, then “that leaves the
majority to just grow stronger.” Finally, Nicole agreed and added that creating echo chambers
can be dangerous, and that leaving a community that you do not agree with to surround yourself
with people you do agree with is a “slippery slope…to becoming condescending.”
Reflective Pause: Nicole’s word choice here, “condescending,” stood out to me. Her verbiage
implied that separation based on ideologies could lead to her (and the rest of us) becoming
condescending, but it has not yet occurred. The use of the term “condescending” seemed to
imply that those with a sense of arrival at an anti-racist identity could ultimately actually or be
perceived to look down on those who may lean politically conservative or those who are in
early stages of deconstructing their privilege. Upon reflection and analysis of the semester’s
culture circles, each of us have engaged in “us versus them” binaries that portray rural,
conservative Appalachia as “less than.” The purpose of this project is to continually reflect not
only on what could be, but what has already come to pass, in hopes of preventing future
instances of–in this case–being condescending towards those with different values.
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Nicole: “My statement that shutting people out that don't have the same sense of arrival that I do
could make me become condescending is actually just me being condescending on the people I am
talking about! I didn't realize it at the time but it sounds like I am putting myself above them if I am
recognizing the possibility of condescension in the first place. It makes it sound as if I, the one
who has arrived in all its glory, am the one that people should be modeling themselves after
because since I've arrived then that makes me untouchable! This is not the case because arrival is
not real and if I think that I am immune to criticism then I am not actually progressive in my thinking
at all.”

We then began to discuss more specifically how this type of community building had
taken place for each of us in Morgantown. I noted that it is normal for people their age to build
friendships based on shared values and beliefs. However, I challenged them to consider how
their transition to WVU has contributed to the maintenance of a “White, liberal bubble.” Freddie
was the first to speak this time, following a substantial pensive silence. He shared that he actually
does have several close friends in his circle who are “very conservative [and] very much do not
think how [he thinks],” but he also has friends who are LGBTQ and “diverse.” For the most part,
he said, he does form stronger friendships with those who think like he does. Nicole followed,
saying that she cannot think of a single close friend who does not share her beliefs. She did point
out that her boyfriend had some conversative leanings, but if he were a “Trump
supporter…[they] would not be dating.” As for the rest of her social circle, she clarified that she
does have a “diverse friend group, but politically really not diverse.”
Leeann chimed in last; she said that her circle of friends was very small, and that the
friend she hung out with most often had similar beliefs and values. Leeann’s roommate,
however, is “fairly conservative” and they “don’t ever talk about anything political.” During later
reflection on this conversation and her response, Leeann pointed out that this was an example of
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White complicity. She explained that it exemplified White complicity because she was valuing
peacekeeping over accountability with her roommate.

Figure 6. A piece of Nicole’s coding for White complicity
After the student participants voiced their thoughts on their participation in a “White,
liberal bubble,” I shared that I have engaged in the same kind of community building. Echoing
some of Leeann’s sentiments, I said that I often opt out of challenging my mostly-White
coworkers in favor of maintaining a civil work environment. For me, this is particularly
problematic as our collective work is to support and advocate for students considered at-risk
(which is a euphemism for institutionally-ignored). The intersection of race and class is key in
this environment, as most of my coworkers are White and middle-class, but are working directly
with students who are of low socioeconomic status and, at times, Students of Color. In later
reflection and analysis of this discussion, we coded my response as White complicity as well due
to the obvious privilege of being able to avoid these types of hard conversations and learning
opportunities.
Reflective Pause: Voicing my own complicity in this instance was a valuable moment of
reflection and accountability for me. There are regular opportunities for me to be both
proactive and reactive in educating coworkers (including superiors) on the way power and
privilege manifests in the work we do, but I rarely take advantage of those opportunities for the
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sake of being agreeable with the bureaucratic expectations of working in higher education.
This presents a challenge for me. What tangible steps can I take to professionally hold my
peers accountable?

I also shared that I often avoid becoming close friends with other White people,
especially White men. This, I think, has mostly consisted of a series of subconscious decisions
that center on my own false sense of arrival at an anti-racist identity. Because I “have arrived,” I
have exacerbated a division between myself and White peers who “have not arrived.” Similar to
the lack of engagement in accountability in the workplace, this illustrates a comparable
avoidance of education and accountability in my social circle as well.
The next concept I pulled from previous conversations was that of “acceptance.” Quotes
referencing accepting other people and Morgantown/WVU being an accepting place have
emerged throughout the semester’s conversations. I wanted to challenge us to tease out the
notion of acceptance and how it could be taken up as something negative or positive, asking
directly, “Is acceptance a bad thing?” There was a substantial pause from all student participants
when this question was presented, but Nicole was the first to break the silence. She stated that
acceptance can be bad “if it just ends at acceptance.” When prompted to elaborate, she
continued: “So I mean, if you’re just like, ‘I accept you,’ but then you don’t really defend…I feel
like that’s not even close to enough, and if anything it’s kind of insulting to the person.” The
crux of Nicole’s point was that acceptance of identities outside of hegemonic norms without
allyship in dismantling structures that negatively impact those who take up those identities is
relatively empty.
Leeann built onto Nicole’s ideas, pointing out that White savior complex can be a
problematic component of the idea of acceptance. She said that people could think, “I accept
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you, I have no prejudice or racist views–but they only do that because it’s a hot topic…they want
to be seen as [if]...there’s so much power in their acceptance.”
Reflective Pause: The notion of “power in acceptance” was verbalized well to illustrate the
framework of a White savior complex, but more broadly applied to other imbalanced power
dynamics created by hegemonic norms. Though I had previously been interested in exploring
the notion of acceptance as a false neutrality, I am now more curious about how acceptance
may be indicative of an active, conscious maintenance of power. While this may not fit within
the current project, it will be a topic that will warrant further exploration.

With these responses, I then pushed participants to consider what else must occur to
prevent acceptance from being an endpoint. This time, Freddie spoke up. At first, he said that
everyone should be treated as normal, but added, “there’s not a true normal” and people should
consider “what’s different from themselves.” Essentially, Freddie was stating that a perception of
“normal” can erase different experiences and therefore allow people in power to overlook
marginalized experiences. He also reiterated Leeann’s point that “when you say you accept
somebody, [it] feels like they do have some sort of power over you.” Leeann then added that it
seemed “common to accept someone’s identity but not support their identity.”
As this particular conversation concluded, it provided a segue into the process of analysis
and reflection. Participants had, at this point, opened up a more critical understanding of power
and privilege by digging deeper into their own intersectional identities and, subsequently,
engaging with ways that their identities were a reflection of (or resistance to) systems that they
are a part of. With this process in motion, we then returned to transcripts of previous counterpace
conversations to identify ways in which our own privilege has manifested itself through
discussions on education, Appalachia, and identity. We spent our time together through the
following three weeks engaging in this reflection and analysis, which has since been embedded
in the narrative here.
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Week 14 - Reckoning With Reflections
After we had collectively participated in analysis of the semester-long series of culture
circle conversations, I met individually with each participant. The reasoning for the decision to
have concluding conversations individually instead of as a group was twofold: 1) individual
interviews were conducted at the beginning of the project, and the goal was to see both
community and individual engagement and reflection emerge. As each participant had displayed
unique trajectories of growth specific to their own experiences and identities, I believe there is
value in making space for those individual journeys to be highlighted; and 2) practically and
logistically, we had arrived at the end of the semester when schedules were more difficult to
align for all participants.
The prompts for the final individual interviews were relatively straight-forward, centered
on the question of “What now?” As participants will no longer have structured, formal space
such as culture circle conversations to be held accountable to engaging in reflection on power
and privilege, I wanted them to identify practices and tools that they will take up on their own
moving forward. Their thoughts are as follows.
Leeann
When asked what Leeann’s biggest takeaway from this project has been, she stated,
“Throughout the process, I’ve learned that there is a lot of stuff that I thought I knew that I didn’t
know. There was so much unconscious bias that I realized I had that I didn’t know I had.” She
also noted that she learned that it is important to always be open to new information and for that
information to impact how experiences are understood. Similarly, she pointed out that it is
important to consistently “check yourself,” which was contextually a synonym for reflection. She
expanded on this idea by saying that she needs to “keep learning and don’t stop when you think
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you’re at a good place.” Her reference to a “good place” was indicative of the false sense of
arrival at an anti-racist identity that has been conflated with a progressive political identity. She
noted that she was really surprised to see and reflect on ways that she “tried to convince
[herself]” that she already knew about the topics we discussed, but in reality she had a lot to
learn.
Leeann’s plan to engage in conversations regarding power and privilege with her family
was a piece that she focused on, particularly considering the stark differences in political beliefs
between her and some members of her family. She stated that she knows “they don’t agree with
some of the things that we discussed [in this project]” so she may have to “sit them down and tell
them, “Listen, we come from a somewhat sheltered area and we need to understand that the
whole world around us doesn’t look the same as we think it does… [and] you have a privilege,
just because you don’t see it, doesn’t mean it’s not there.” Though this framing is very direct, she
followed up by saying that she believes that it will be important to take the process slowly and
she knows that their views will not change rapidly.
The family she is referencing are politically conservative individuals, so I challenged her
to consider if these types of conversations would be more or less difficult when taken up with
peers who identified as politically progressive, who may already see themselves as “getting it.”
Leeann responded that she does feel that her progressive peers are open to learning and would be
more open to conversations that may critique their participation in replicating inequity. She
expressed a desire to continue these conversations with both parties, however, and is working on
how to tailor her approaches to each audience.

Leeann: “I talked to my grandma. She has always lived in the South… She has underlying tones of racism. She likes to
say that she’s not racist, but it is very obvious that she has a negative attitude toward People of Color, especially Black
people. So, I talked to her about stuff going on in the news. She made a comment about ‘colored people,’ and I had to
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take a calm, maybe even a submissive approach, because if you come too hard at people saying ‘you’re wrong,’ they could
be more defensive. Instead, I said that I don’t think that’s a good way to describe a Person of Color. She asked what’s
wrong with it, and I went on to explain that it may have been something that was common when she was growing up
(and even in adulthood), but it is disrespectful to not use ‘person-first’ language.
I also talked to my friend who is very liberal-leaning. We talked about the LGBTQ+ community, and she referred to
someone as simply ‘a transgender.’ I pointed out to her that she should try to use ‘a transgender person,’ but that it
can be disrespectful to not acknowledge that they are a person. She seemed very embarrassed that she had made this
mistake and said she was sorry.”
Nicole
The first idea that Nicole highlighted in our wrap-up was the fact that she “knew what
metacognition was before we started…but [she] had never engaged in anything that was the
actual metacognition process to know what that looked like.” Therefore, for Nicole, the skillset
and practice of “analyzing the analysis” would continue to be valuable for her, particularly
highlighting a better understanding of ways that our lived experiences (the micro) impact our
broader perception and ideas (the macro). She pointed out that this project reinforced for her the
notion that “you can think you’ve learned everything there is to know about something, but you
still have unconscious bias about it, and if you don’t take time to reflect and really deconstruct
those kinds of things, you can actually just perpetuate privilege.”
As far as possible tangible action steps for Nicole moving forward, she admitted that she
is still working through developing many explicit actions; she did, however, emphasize the
importance of broaching conversations of power and privilege with friends and family “instead
of shying away from it or just dismissing people.” Nicole also shared that she is heavily focused
on the idea of holding leadership accountable, but as a graduate student she wrestles with how to
actively do so.
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Nicole wants to continue practice her own reflection of how she engages in
conversations, pointing out how this project has shown her that “little words matter,” and the
importance of “thinking about [words she used] afterward, if they are kind of resulting in me just
subconsciously perpetuating my bias right down to nitty gritty individual wording.” Nicole
having developed and recognized the importance of praxis is a key outcome.
Freddie
Freddie’s initial idea for action steps moving forward was to start a journal and write
down when he “sees instances” of power and privilege, focusing on what exactly is being
leveraged and what he can do about it in order to hold himself accountable. He noted the
importance of creating an intentional space for reflection that will mirror the way it was done
during the project.
He also shared that he has already been having conversations with his mother about
concepts he has been learning about such as White normativity and how that manifests for her
and in their community. Freddie said that she is “very receptive” to such conversations. When
discussing the project with his friends, they latched onto the idea behind the project. Freddie
stated that one of his best friends is even known in the group as a “social justice warrior.”
However, he did point out that the success of these conversations “depends on how prideful the
person is.” While he did not point to pridefulness being perceived as a trait of those who identify
as politically conservative or liberal, this is valuable to note given the previous and ongoing
conversations regarding the tendencies of politically progressive individuals positioning
themselves as having “fully developed” in their understanding of racial equity.
As for other takeaways, a consistent idea that Freddie brought up from the first day of
analysis practice (focusing on describing diversity) is that he realized “diversity is more than just

104

race.” Even though, when explicitly prompted to share how he defines diversity at the beginning
of the project, he provided a response that was encompassing multiple identities, in practice, he
referenced race much more frequently than any other identity. Freddie is now much more
cognizant of how he conceptualizes diversity and, subsequently, aware of issues with other
marginalized populations besides People of Color (including intersectional identities that lead to
oppression and marginalization).
Conclusion
The narratives and embedded analysis that have unfolded through this chapter have
demonstrated the participants’ experiences with and conceptualization of diversity in both their
hometowns and as they transitioned to higher education. Given that the context of both the
hometowns and college campus is West Virginia, it was important to highlight how perceptions
of diversity on college campuses align (or not) with lived experiences of the White, rural
students when moving within the state. Layered within the conceptualizations of diversity was
also the notion that these participants seemed to be both within and without Appalachia. Their
narratives showed the tension between their lived experiences and their perception of rural West
Virginia as a backwards, homogeneous space, and college almost as an antithesis to their homes’
demographics and ideologies. We also connected these real and imagined experiences with
diversity to how we perceive WVU as an institution to take up and be accountable for diversity,
equity, and inclusion.
As this chapter has allowed space for the participants’ stories and the beginning of their
own praxis, it has been evident that this praxis is ongoing and must always be intentional. Such
intentionality in deconstructing protection and maintenance of privilege can and should be taken
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up in contexts similar and/or connected to the PWI space discussed here. These implications will
be explored in the chapter that follows.
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Chapter 5: Implications and Conclusion
Institutions of Higher Education (IHEs), particularly PWIs, have recently increased effort
in highlighting diversity on their campuses. Programs and policies led by offices of diversity,
equity, and inclusion may be encouraged, but these efforts rarely align with authentic efforts to
address structural racism and inequity that privileges White students. Ahmed (2012) points out
that “racism is treated as a breach in the happy image of diversity” (p. 153). As racial unrest and
revolutionary work continue, there must be responsibility taken among the privileged students on
PWI campuses to engage in work rooted in reflection and accountability.
There is an undeniable connection between the broad, systemic inequity and certain
identities are taken up by individuals to reproduce those inequities. While work is needed to
dismantle systems and institutions rooted in inequitable practice, there is a need to engage with
communities more directly to explore and understand their role in maintaining privilege that
comes with certain identities. There is work that explores issues with diversity on college
campuses (Banks, 2009; Hikido & Murray, 2016; Warikoo & de Novais, 2015); additionally,
there is literature that discusses Whiteness in Appalachia and what it means to identify as
Appalachian (Lewis, 1999; Margolies, 2012; Smith, 2004; Smith, 2012). However, there is a gap
in the literature that connects these bodies of literature and that engages participants in an active
process of deconstructing privilege and their protection of it.
Taking into account the current divisive political climate; narratives of the Appalachian
region as a homogeneous, White, conservative space; and public higher education situated within
these contexts, the purpose of this study has been to engage with White, rural students in
addressing and problematizing their own Whiteness and other privileged identities.
Acknowledging the transition to college as a significant developmental milestone, the present
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study has aimed to interrogate if and/or how this transition has impacted participants'
understanding of diversity and privilege, with particular attention to the unique construction of
Appalachian Whiteness. This interrogation has been guided by the following questions:
1) How have the participants experienced diversity in a rural Appalachian space?
2) How have the participants interpreted privilege in high school? College?
3) How do White, rural students interpret their journey to antiracism when their
context is White and built for Whiteness?
4) In what ways is deconstruction through metacognition taken up and demonstrated
by participants during their process of praxis?
To explore these questions, this project has focused on the transition from high school in rural,
White communities to higher education within the same state, and if/how that has impacted
participants’ understanding of diversity and their own privileged identities. The importance of
intersectional identities has been highlighted, with particular attention to the intersection of race,
class, and place. As my own identities in these terms are similar to those of the student
participants’, I have engaged as a researcher-participant in the necessary continued
deconstruction of my own unconscious protection of power and privilege. As participants in this
work, we have illustrated the process of praxis and contributed to micro-level movements toward
antiracism.
This study has engaged participants as a group, honoring both community-based action
while also acknowledging the unique individual growth that each participant has experienced
during the course of the project. While considering the goals of and ongoing participation in the
present work, this chapter will be dedicated to exploration of potential implications of this
project, including theoretical, institutional, community/school, and methodological implications.
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Lastly, given the present findings and implications, I will provide recommendations for future
work, including directions for research as well as teaching and professional development.
Implications
Theoretical Implications
Interrogation of privilege among the student participants and myself (as researcherparticipant) occurred in layers that reflected our praxis (reflection, action, repeat). There was a
need to acknowledge intersectional identities of each participant, as various systems of power
and their impacts do not exist independently, but rather co-produce one another (Hill Collins,
2019). Working in tandem with this acknowledgement, however, is a foregrounding of racial
identity rooted in Critical Race Theory and Critical Whiteness Studies; this is necessary in order
to make Whiteness (and White supremacy) visible. Throughout the course of the reflection and
analysis of the culture circle conversations, participants identified ways in which they
demonstrated constructs of White complicity, White normativity, and epistemologies of
ignorance. These themes, though broadly applicable in interrogation of White privilege, were
located in the context of the ecosystem of PWIs, where White institutional presence is
manifested through “embedded white cultural ideology in the practices, traditions, and
perceptions of knowledge that are taken for granted as the norm at institutions of higher
education” (Gusa, 2010, p. 46).
When imagining how diversity would be demonstrated at West Virginia University, each
participant stated that they envisioned the campus to be a very diverse space, especially
compared to their hometowns, and this was seen as a very positive attribute of the college
experience. Of all participants, Leeann was most animated about how excited she had been to be
around new types of people, others who would be “accepting” like her. Freddie mentioned that
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he saw diverse populations, but rarely actively pursued opportunities to engage with them. These
types of perspectives point to the way in which White students have the choice to expand their
social horizons, but are never forced to participate in spaces that are not built for them.
Similarly, each participant (including me) identified as a politically progressive. This
self-proclaimed progressivism has been conflated as having already reached an end point of a
journey towards antiracism; however, this project highlighted instances of each participant
demonstrating themes of White normativity, White complicity, and epistemologies of ignorance,
indicating that our work is nowhere near “complete.” The label of “progressive” or “liberal” also
presented important teachable moments when addressing politically divisive topics such as
Critical Race Theory. Our conversations and subsequent analysis demonstrated that politically
progressive labels–especially as polarizing as such labels have become in a post-Trump Era–may
actually serve to counteract authentic reflection on one’s own privilege and participation in
White supremacist systems. I return to the words of bell hooks (1989), who states that
when liberal whites fail to understand how they can and/or do embody white supremacist
values and beliefs, even though they may not embrace racism as prejudice or
domination...they cannot recognize the ways their actions support and affirm the very
structure of racist domination and oppression that they wish to see eradicated. (p. 113)
Such a false sense of arrival at an antiracist identity carries another layer of implications in our
current participants' context of Appalachia. Though all of us grew up in the state of West
Virginia, each participant expressed to some extent a perception of the state and region as
homogenous. There was particular generalization of the state as White, politically Far Right, and
evangelical Christian, and each participant personally rejected an association with the labels they
described. Despite the fact that the student participants themselves did not identify as
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representative of the images they described, and had family and friends who also did not fit into
those boxes, the participants had still embraced and were actively reproducing many negative
stereotypes of the Appalachian region. Indeed, many of the participants’ descriptive images of
the region reflected the marked Whiteness as described by Scott (2009), which is rooted in
classism. The depth of the stereotypes regarding West Virginia (and Appalachia as a whole) that
were evident in participants’ contributions spoke to the salience of this perception even within
the communities where the students grew up.
A tension emerged when the student participants, each who come from White, workingclass backgrounds, vocally rejected association with the region when painted in these
homogeneous terms. Much of this seemed to stem from a binary (showing up both implicitly and
explicitly) that the participants referenced: progressive versus uneducated, implying that those
throughout the region who identified as politically conservative could not possibly also be welleducated. This conflation of education level and political allegiance pointed again to the false
sense of arrival among participants (or, “fully developed” as a liberal) as well as the reification
of their rural communities as an ideologically homogeneous space.
In the present project, I made clear attempts to test the possible resistance to reflexivity
that may be present among White students, as discussed by Applebaum (2016). Having
acknowledged and built from Whiteness studies such as Helms’ and White Racial
Consciousness, I was intentional about guiding and pushing White students (whom I knew to be
“well-intentioned” in the realm of social justice) to explore their own complicity. Throughout the
course of our culture circle conversations and group analyses, these students were open to
identifying their own complicity and White normativity.
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Additionally, in line with current approaches rooted in Critical Whiteness Studies as
applied to student development theory, our conversations addressed the systems of power
embedded in our own IHE and how those systems influence our own development (Foste &
Irwin, 2020). Ebbing and flowing between individual reflection and group discussion, we
engaged in the messy, complex process of interrogating how our institutional context privileges
or overlooks different identities that we hold. While working through this deconstruction that
honors intersectional identities, participants were vulnerable and intentional in their
acknowledgement that WVU is built for Whiteness and reflects their racial privilege. With this in
mind, existing (and achieving) in a space that is White and built for Whiteness does not provide
them with many explicit opportunities to acknowledge their privilege and develop as students
who, identifying as politically progressive, claim a desire to engage in authentic allyship and
liberation (that is, liberation of the oppressors, who ultimately cannot be responsible for
liberation of the oppressed [Freire, 2000].) Reflection upon institutional White supremacy leads
me to consider implications for policy and practice in higher education.
Methodological Implications
With the need to reflect the critical nature of the theoretical foundations of this work
(Critical Whiteness), the chosen methodology of Critical Narrative Analysis (CNA) served as an
appropriate way to engage participants in deconstruction of their own stories and how those
stories reflect institutional discourses. CNA foregrounds how individuals engage in meaning
making through narratives, bringing together “the micro (personal) and the macro (social or
institutional) situations” (Souto-Manning, 2014b, p. 163).
The way in which CNA has been leveraged during this project directly addresses one of
the research questions guiding the work: In what ways is deconstruction through metacognition
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taken up and demonstrated by participants during their process of praxis? While CNA does
foreground how the micro and macro inform one another, CNA alone (executed and written
solely by the researcher) fails to ensure that participants themselves are engaged in the analytic
process. Identifying ways in which institutional discourses are taken up by participants’
narratives and, subsequently, how those discourses affect their lived experiences, contributes to
CNA’s ability to be classified as a critical practice. Though the goal is for the researcher to
center participant voice, it is my conjecture that participants themselves are the only individuals
capable of framing their own voice in the most authentic way possible. In order for the
participants to engage in interrogation of their own experiences as impacted by discourses of
power, as well as maintaining autonomy in the presentation of their voices, integration of Critical
Participatory Action Research (CPAR) was necessary for this project. CPAR addresses the
inherent power dynamic between researcher and researched, which when left unaddressed,
mirrors the banking model of education that is heavily critiqued by Paulo Freire (2000).
Combining these two methodological approaches first required the application of
Dillard’s (2020) model of a critical dialogue cycle:
1. “An initial identification of the problem or issue;
2. Observe and collect pertinent data;
3. Plan for action;
4. Take action; and
5. Begin the research cycle again with further data collection to assess the effects of the
action” (pp. 52-53)
With the integration of CNA and CPAR as foundations for carrying out the project, it was
important that participants understand basic coding processes. Providing the participants with
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such tangible analytic tools is vital to meet the goal of encouraging intentional self-reflection and
metacognition. To provide structure and clear expectations for the coding process, participants
were given definitions of White complicity, White normativity, and epistemologies of ignorance.
Then, we worked both individually and as a group to identify instances of those themes from our
transcripts. This deductive coding centered on naming Whiteness opened the door for
participants to be able to notice other hegemonic norms that they actively upheld throughout our
conversations, which led to an opportunity for inductive coding driven by the participants.
Expanding to reflections on other identities is imperative in order to acknowledge intersectional
identities and the multiple ways we position ourselves and others in various contexts (serving to
either uphold privilege or push back against socially-determined hierarchies of power). As
Ladson-Billings (2021) stated, approaches rooted in Critical Race Theory do not necessarily
privilege racial identity, but rather serve as a “complex legal and intellectual tool for making
sense of all forms of human inequity” (p. 107). Figure 7 below demonstrates this process.
Building from deductive to the inductive through this project served as practice for participants’
own continued reflection, which is distinct from a traditional CNA approach that does not
provide participants with tools for future analysis of their own journeys.
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Figure 7. Process chart for moving from deductive to inductive coding through reflection
While race is one of the identities that takes center stage in the present work, this
approach that marries CNA and CPAR is certainly transferable to other contexts and populations.
Here, I note again the importance of recognizing intersectionality as a contributing conceptual
framework to any comparable work. Identification of which identities allot an individual
privilege (in line with hegemonic norms) and reflection upon how that privilege manifests and is
unknowingly protected is a valuable practice that can be taken up in a variety of spaces;
however, this genre of research will always necessitate intentional examination of power
structures at play among researcher-as-participant and participants. With an acknowledgement
of intersectional experiences at play, the researcher-as-participant must be proactive about
supporting participants through reflections of identities that have not allotted them privilege, but
rather may have and continue to contribute to trauma resulting from a society that is rooted in
racism, misogyny, homophobia and transphobia, classism, and other norms that work to
marginalize certain populations.
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Implications for Policy and Practice in Higher Education
Current efforts to highlight ways that diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) are at work in
higher education spaces are largely reactive to the new wave of racial tension that has swept the
nation and its institutions since Trump’s presidency. Though some efforts to shift approaches to
DEI are evident, authentic work in accountability remains lacking among PWIs, including West
Virginia University. In line with Griffin et al. (2016), many PWIs like WVU seek to
“increase…numerical representation of people of color” (p. 35). However, as this numerical
increase occurs, and as participants recognized in the present project focusing on WVU, there
are minimal structural or policy changes made to ensure that the influx of Students of Color are
able to thrive. Banks (2009) and Patel (2015) make connected arguments that White students in
particular carry a desire for symbolic diversity without addressing systemically racist
foundations of IHEs. Racism as part of the institution's system is not to be acknowledged; As
Ahmed (2012) points out, “racism is treated as a breach in the happy image of diversity” (p.
153).
Findings from the participants in this study echo the sentiment that, for White students,
college is seen as a diverse space. Though participants had different interpretations of what
diversity meant, there were similarities in their thoughts about the opportunities available for
students to be authentically engaged in education surrounding diversity (more specifically, what
inequities exist and what accountability may look like). There was also discussion connected to
what diversity and equity looks like in the faculty and staff community on campus, with
acknowledgement that there is very little representation on campus among professionals.
Approaches to DEI discussed and critiqued by Hikido and Murray (2016), Patel (2015),
and Warikoo and de Novais (2015) reify the conceptualization of diversity rooted in a liberal
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multiculturalism, which aims to celebrate differences but fails to address systems that privilege
some groups while marginalizing others. In order to move beyond this “celebratory” approach,
institutions must first acknowledge that their design has historically reflected systemic racism. In
other words, White privilege has to be named. Without explicit naming of the role of White
privilege in educational access, belonging, and success, initiatives proposed in the name of DEI
will continue to reflect solely a quantitative–and lackluster– “happy image of diversity.”
Participants in this study pointed out that education and professional development that
highlighted issues of inequity, power, and privilege was mostly reserved for students taking on a
leadership role, such a Peer Mentor or Resident Assistant. While providing campus leaders with
extra training and support is valid, opportunities to engage in understanding power and privilege
should be embedded into the experience of all students. Leeann in particular discussed DEI
modules that incoming freshmen were required to complete as part of their orientation process.
Modules make checking off a box in mass quantity more accessible, but that is not necessarily
indicative of authentic praxis–understanding their privilege, how that privilege is reproduced
within institutions, and what action they are encouraged to take to work against these systems of
inequity. It is also necessary to acknowledge that modules such as the ones described here are
standardized, required for White students, Students of Color, and many other populations of
students who may or may not be reflected in the institutional definition of “diversity.”
While policies implemented by IHEs should be reviewed to examine if they are reflecting
an anti-racist approach, more micro reflection and action aiming to address systemic inequity can
and should be taken up by units within an institution. Institutional mandates designed to reach
mass audiences (such as required modules) are insufficient to authentically engage participants,
nor do such initiatives appropriately contextualize the way that racism and other inequity may
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manifest in specific spaces (i.e., faculty in a math department may need to evaluate practices
collectively in a way that is very different from the way staff in the marketing unit may need to).
There is the possibility for the current project to be adapted to those various spaces and engage
faculty and staff throughout IHEs (particularly PWIs) in examining and correcting their own
professional practices to reflect an anti-racist model.
It is equally important for this examination to take place among student bodies on college
campuses. While the focus of this study has mostly been students’ understanding of diversity in
their academic space, it would be nonsensical to expect students to engage in authentic praxis
more broadly without an appropriate example being set by administration, faculty, and staff.
Assuming that example were to be set, there would be more opportunities for students to engage
in meaningful conversation, reflection, and action that again aligns with their context. Formal or
informal mentorship in and outside of classrooms rooted in social justice would be
complementary in this scenario. Additionally, it must be pointed out that if faculty are reflecting
on their content and practices to align them with anti-racist efforts, then it is likely that their
courses will reflect these objectives and, subsequently, expose students to and engage them in
critical thought.
In the case of WVU specifically–a land grant institution in the heart of Appalachia–the
findings of the current project call for the institution to actively tease out its own identity. During
the culture circle conversations, participants (especially Nicole) pointed out that the university
administration works very hard to maintain an image and power. Participants drew attention to
the fact that the institution’s efforts to remain neutral ultimately contribute to division and
oppression, and this demonstrated the theme of epistemologies of ignorance. The institution, as a
PWI, frequently perpetuates the systemic racism upon which it was founded (protecting
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Whiteness) but participants also could not identify ways that it promoted its role as a land grant
institution (besides the figure of the Mountaineer as mascot and a lower admission standard for
in-state students). The institution must acknowledge that as a land grant institution, their
responsibility is to provide access to and support through higher education for students who
otherwise may not have access to such educational opportunities. These populations include instate students and Students of Color, among other populations (though these categories are
certainly not mutually exclusive). The participants recognized that political allegiances and the
power of the dollar are clear influences in leadership’s decision to maintain the status quo when
it comes to not only real liberatory education, but even basic educational equity. When this is
obvious to White students on campus, I rhetorically wonder how much more it is felt by
marginalized student populations on our campus. (It should be explicitly noted that, reflecting
the goals of Critical Whiteness Studies’ efforts to not recenter Whiteness, institutional failure to
address educational inequity and White supremacist practices ultimately do not harm White
students such as those who have participated in the current project–it is indeed Students of Color
and other marginalized student populations whose ability to thrive and engage in liberatory
education is on the line.) So, if WVU is not engaging in social justice initiatives that call
attention to and address privilege, and they are not making clear strides toward meeting the
responsibility of a land grant institution, what then is the institution’s identity beyond a White,
mid- to upper-SES student-centered space? Centering students as capital is far from centering
students.
As for other PWIs with similar contexts–albeit not necessarily situated in Appalachia, or
even rural spaces–the challenge remains the same. Interrogation of institutional identity must
occur and eventually lead to explicit naming of that identity, which can in turn make clear what
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changes need to be made in order to not only serve students equitably, but to contribute to
liberation through education. Acknowledgement that educational spaces, including higher
education, are not truly democratic spaces should foster much needed efforts to reflect on
policies and practices that continue to maintain power and reproduce a system that favors some
and marginalizes others. Movement, then, should subsequently be made to embed democratic
practices into institutions of higher education that allow for students to take more ownership in
the policies that affect their educational success. However, this goal is not without clear obstacles
at PWIs in particular, considering the majority of those students are White and may not
immediately see the need to change a system that works for them.
Implications for Communities and Schools
Though the primary focus of this work has been to investigate students’ perceptions of
and experiences with diversity in higher education, there was also the context of home and
secondary school communities that was discussed and that influenced students’ development.
One of the primary connections between the student participants’ experiences in high school and
the notion of educational access and belonging is that of tracked education. All three student
participants explicitly referenced teachers, administrators, and/or guidance counselors
contributing to the clear division between what was considered “college-bound” and those who
were not.
In Leeann’s case, she was encouraged not only to pursue higher education, but to “get
out” of West Virginia for college if she wanted to tap into all of her potential. This is a clear
example of high school professionals contributing to the “brain drain” (Carr & Kefalas, 2009)
occurring throughout West Virginia as well as the replication of the narrative that there is no
space for intelligence, innovation, or growth in rural Appalachia. Another piece of this narrative
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is highlighted in a different way through Nicole’s (from a lower middle class class background)
reflection that her upper middle class, college-bound peers (and their parents) frequently turned
their noses up at the thought of attending West Virginia University–it was their perception that a
high acceptance right, an in-state school, and a rigorous education could not coexist. Freddie,
though not referencing academic brain drain as explicitly as Leeann and Nicole, spoke more to a
diversity drain–in particular, highlighting how he and his LGBTQ+ peers felt like they had to
leave in order to fully be themselves.
All three student participants also initially perceived West Virginia to be a White space
(as did I at the time of my transition to college) but also expressed the need to learn about diverse
populations and experiences. This sentiment is certainly not representative of all citizens of West
Virginia and, more broadly, Appalachia. There is the need to acknowledge that there are and will
continue to be perceptions of this region as a homogenously-White space that lead to the
question, “Why do I need to learn/care about topics related to diversity and equity?” Indeed, if
one sees themselves as not being connected to People of Color, how can they be convinced of the
importance of reflection rooted in Critical Race Theory and Critical Whiteness Studies? Here, I
point again to the value of connecting intersectionality to this reflective work. Critical Race
Theory itself may not be the best selling point to start with, especially in communities where
those three words have been appropriated and weaponized in attempts to protect White privilege;
however, the framework that it provides to interrogate all forms of inequity is invaluable. As
each participant discussed, there are various binaries that are created and reproduced in their
communities besides White/Person of Color, including middle class/working class and
heterosexual/LGBTQ+. Though a key goal of Critical Race Theory and CWS is to make

121

Whiteness visible, there is also a need to make other norms stemming from hegemonic power
visible.
Current Legislative Context
The way in which such power is discussed in schools is also an important consideration.
Debates over the inclusion of topics related to Critical Race Theory in curriculum are currently
being prioritized in various state legislatures. West Virginia is no exception (despite the fact that
CRITICAL RACE THEORY is not listed in state learning standards to begin with). As of March
2022, bills such as Senate Bill 498, Senate Bill 704, and House Bill 4011 are active attempts to
maintain neoconservative power in educational spaces.
SB 498, known as the “Anti-Racism Act of 2022,” prohibits the teaching in public K-12
schools and institutions of higher education that one race, ethnic group, or biological sex has
privilege over others; it also states that no person should be made to feel “discomfort, guilt, or
anguish” because of their identity and that “academic achievement, meritocracy, or traits such as
hard work ethic are racist or sexist or were created by members of a particular race, ethnic group
or biological sex to oppress” others (Willingham, 2022). Willingham (2022) also cites one
senator as pointing out that teaching children who come from poverty that they in any way have
privilege because of their race does White children a disservice. This demonstrates an approach
that does not account for intersectional identities, but rather groups individuals based on a single,
predetermined identity.
Senate Bill 704 and House Bill 4011 build from SB 498 and are connected. SB 704
emphasizes parents’ and guardians’ right to inspect any curricula or course materials used in
their child’s classroom (Quinn, 2022). Similarly, HB 4011 would require that teachers in both
public and charter schools post all materials online that concern “nondiscrimination, diversity,
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equity, inclusion, race, ethnicity, sex, or bias, or any combination of these concepts with other
concepts” (Quinn, 2022).
Similar legislation has already been passed in other Appalachian states including
Virginia, Tennessee, and Georgia; however, this trend is certainly not limited to the region of
Appalachia. Efforts to protect Whiteness through legislation have also been evident in states such
as Texas, Florida, New Hampshire, and others (Schwartz, 2021). Many of these bills and new
laws have similar language, largely prohibiting acknowledgement of privilege and oppression,
and censoring the ways in which teachers are permitted to present issues of race and sex. Such
widespread, comparable efforts to make liberatory educational practices illegal points to the fact
that, while Appalachia has some distinct place-based qualities that impact identity, it has plenty
of company in the United States that also aims to maintain and protect power and Whiteness.
Ethical Challenges and Considerations
At the outset of this work, my primary ethical consideration was to navigate the creation
and maintenance of a “safe space” in my research while ensuring that space does not become one
that protects Whiteness. Acknowledgement of race, racial privilege, and White supremacy as
“touchy” topics is necessary; however, overprotection of feelings in this and similar work does
not serve revolutionary or liberatory purposes. Honoring participants’ stories and building trust
should be prioritized in this type of research, but that trust must also mean that there is
transparency and accountability in naming Whiteness and other forms of power and privilege.
As the study progressed, I also began to consider the word from Eve Tuck (2009) on
suspending damage. Tuck (2009) urges researchers to be cognizant of the way in which they
frame marginalized and oppressed communities in their work–even when working to highlight
and amplify voices, work around these communities often continues to unintentionally frame
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members of the communities as broken or damaged. Adding desire as an alternative (but not
mutually exclusive from) damage-centered research—which is involved with the “not yet and, at
times, the not anymore”—Tuck (2009, p. 217) argues that research around marginalized
communities requires a “both/and” approach. She states that
[t]his is important because it more closely matches the experiences of people who, at
different points in a single day, reproduce, resist, are complicit in, rage against, celebrate,
throw up hands/fists/towels, and withdraw and participate in uneven social structures–
that is, everybody. (p. 420)
Leeann, Nicole, Freddie, and myself all reproduced and resisted narratives around Appalachia
through our culture circle conversations and reflections. However, it is imperative to point out
that the need to suspend damage exists in a much different way for Appalachia than it does for
the Communities of Color and Indigenous Communities to whom Tuck (2009) speaks.
There is certainly a body of research that frames Appalachia and our communities as
“othered” and utilizes a deficit approach. Notwithstanding, this body of research also serves to
reify a perceived marginalization within the region. There is simply no comparison between this
perceived marginalization among White Appalachian communities and the oppression
experienced by many other communities. So, as work in naming Whiteness in Appalachian
spaces (particularly how that intersects with class) is done, it should be done in a way that moves
away from a deficit perspective as well as addresses and rejects comparisons of White, rural
marginalization to that of Communities of Color.
Limitations
Two primary limitations presented themselves in this study. First, I had an existing
relationship with each of the student participants. While I do not believe this to have limited the
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impact of the present project, it is necessary to acknowledge that level of trust and type of
relationship between participants and researcher influence the results of research like this.
Discussing identity (particularly White privilege) with honesty and vulnerability is most
successful when a level of trust exists between participants and researcher (or, in this case,
researcher-participant). It is also important to point out that, although this established
relationship did contribute to the development of a safe space for these conversations to occur,
too much emphasis on maintaining a “safe space” is “deeply rooted in the maintenance of
whiteness and white supremacy” (Corces-Zimmerman & Guida, 2019, p. 103). This often
insinuates that feelings rooted in White fragility will be protected (DiAngelo, 2018). Establishing
a safe space in this context does not mean that accountability should not or did not occur
throughout the course of culture circle conversations.
The second limitation is the amount of time dedicated to the development of praxis
among participants. The purpose of this work is to demonstrate that authentic praxis–a cycle of
reflection and action–is ongoing; it does not have a clear endpoint. Obviously, for the purposes
of a specific project, an endpoint of some fashion is required. One semester (fifteen weeks) was
used to carry out the conversations and complete narrative collection and group analyses.
Engaging with student participants in conversations that contributed to their understanding of the
world and power and privilege within it was achieved in this time. However, it must be noted
that this fifteen-week period is not indicative of “arrival” at a final anti-racist identity for
participants. The three waves of reflection that were present in this project of praxis were spread
out through the semester and demonstrated clear progress for each participant. Even though this
particular project does have an endpoint, it should be noted that our faux conclusion included
what each participant envisioned as “next steps” for them to continue their own journey towards
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anti-racism. The hope is that the cycle of reflection and action continue for all involved, and that
they will rely upon each other in the future for growth, accountability, and efforts of allyship.
Future Work
Educator Development
Higher Education
As Leeann pointed out in one of her reflections, for PWIs to be truly equitable and
inclusive it would require a total redesign. There is truth in her reflection, but until that macrolevel redesign occurs, there is substantial space for micro-level work among educators in higher
education In this instance, the reference to educators is broad, including administrators, faculty,
and staff (as all have a hand in the education of and work with students in some capacity). As
previously mentioned in the discussion on institutional implications, the way in which each of
these populations and units would actively engage in deconstruction of their own privilege and
way it manifests in their professional spaces would be unique. With this addressed, a primary
interest in expanding the present work would be to engage with two particular populations of
staff: those who work in teaching support and curriculum, and those who work directly with
diversity, equity, and inclusion.
For the staff who engage in teaching support and curriculum, there are similar needs to
those mentioned for P-12 educators above. First and foremost, it is important to be reminded that
language is not neutral (Freire, 2000). Therefore, language that is used to base curriculum or
teaching practices upon should be interrogated to understand how that language may be
protecting the settler colonial project of higher education. Narratives of grit and objective truth
are salient in language around student success in college, but there is a need to problematize this
language and engage those who use it in reflection and deconstruction of their language meaning
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and repercussions. In this context, the fallacies of neutral language and objectivity cannot truly
be deconstructed without first naming Whiteness. Whiteness and settler colonial ideals that
permeate higher education are inseparable; therefore, one cannot be addressed without naming
the other.
For staff who work closely with offices of or initiatives for diversity, equity, and
inclusion, a similar discourse analysis would be useful to interrogate ways in which language
used in DEI policies and initiatives serve to authentically strive for anti-racism or simply
reinforce DEI as a policing body that ultimately continues to protect Whiteness. Patel (2015)
points out that most current initiatives for diversity “reflect a desire for the appearance of
diversity without unseating structural inequity” (p. 658). If this is true, what do DEI staff see as
their goal? Further exploration could be done to foreground how students within marginalized
populations at PWIs interpret DEI work and how it helps or hinders their ability to thrive in a
space built for Whiteness.
K-12 Education
Though a major focus of the present project and future related work is connected to
higher education, it cannot be overlooked that higher education and K-12 education are mutually
influential, and therefore necessitates similar interrogation. All three student participants in the
current project referenced a variety of ways in which teachers, administrators, and counselors
alike explicitly contributed to marginalization of certain populations, such as low-SES students,
LGBTQ+ students, Students of Color, and non-native English speaking students. There is a need
to engage educators in praxis that uncovers language and practices in their classroom that acts to
protect privilege–both their own and students’. This need is reinforced by the current trends in
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legislation, discussed previously, related to prohibition of teaching about power, privilege, and
oppression.
While this work could very well be done as a study, it would be more broadly accessible
and applicable as a professional development series. Following in the place-based footsteps of
this dissertation, I would also be interested in exploring how such professional development
could be tailored to various places. This would be a further space to explore how a false sense of
arrival at an anti-racist identity, connected to a claim of political progressivism, can actually
hinder authentic allyship and work towards liberatory education. Development and
implementation of such professional development, however, will necessitate an
acknowledgement of legislation that has been passed in the given state regarding what
curriculum around diversity and power is permitted. Though this vein of legislation should not
and cannot silence liberatory educators, it is necessary to understand the legal context of where
this work is being done in order to work within and against the system at hand.
White Feminism
As the composition of narratives and reflections were coming to a close, I found myself
thinking much more about the connections between this work and White feminism. Though the
current work has embedded some of my own reflexivity relating to Whiteness and participation
in maintenance of inequitable educational systems, I would find it valuable to spend more time
intentionally digging deeper into my own journey towards anti-racism and goals of allyship
through an autoethnographic critique of White feminism specifically. While White feminism
often touts a desire to dismantle the patriarchy, it often fails to acknowledge intersectional
identities, such as trans women and Women of Color. Failure to recognize and include these
intersections into the feminist fight ultimately serves to prioritize and protect Whiteness.
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Further, it is necessary to situate my own feminism and Whiteness in my professional
world of education. As of 2021, the public-school teaching force was still made up of 76% White
females (National Center for Education Statistics). This percentage does not mirror the
demographics of the students they serve, however, as the National Center for Education Statistics
(2021) points out that students in public elementary and secondary schools are increasing in
racial and ethnic diverse–only 47% of student enrolled in public schools are White, with the
second largest population being Latinx at 27% of enrollment. This lack of alignment in racial
representation begs the question what role White, female educators (including myself) play in
reification of oppressive education or contribution to liberation–particularly imagining how a
White savior complex may manifest itself through this population of educators working with
marginalized student populations. Though my professional context has shifted from secondary
education to higher education, a deeper reflection on how I have previously participated in
oppressive practices may also illuminate further opportunities to engage other White, female
educators in this area, with a possible focus on how our actions impact students’ access to higher
education.
Appalachian Identity Among Educators
The final area of future work that I want to address here is the most near to my heart–
work specific to the region of Appalachia. This project has highlighted the ways that participants
have perceived our home state and existed both within and outside of these perceptions. Future
projects will work to address the role of power in the formation of the Appalachian Regional
Commission, connecting that power to the way individuals within the “official” region accept or
reject an Appalachian identity. This will include deconstructing how “Appalachian identity” is
taken up through an intersectional lens. Further, those invited to participate will be educators; the

129

aim will be to interrogate ways in which they unknowingly replicate negative stereotypes of the
region–even while possibly claiming an Appalachian identity with pride. This vein of work will
be similar to the present dissertation, but shifting the focus from students to educators. An
important component of this work will be to include participants from a variety of parts of
Appalachia as defined by the ARC.
A key goal of the present work and future work connected to Appalachia is to interrogate
the conceptualization of a “marked Whiteness” (Scott, 2009) and to make Whiteness visible
(Applebaum, 2016), while at the same time dismantling the narrative of Appalachia as a
homogeneous space. Such critical exploration of the intersection of race, class, and place has
unique implications for the Appalachian region; however, the need to name Whiteness and its
sibling hegemonic norms is certainly not limited to a few states. The reach of White supremacy
is global, and while liberation of the oppressed will never be in White hands, it is urgent that we
reflect and act, reflect and act, continuing to work towards a goal of anti-racism, though we will
never truly arrive.
Conclusion
This dissertation sought to interrogate the ways in which White, rural students from West
Virginia conceptualized diversity before, during, and since their transition to a large PWI in their
home state. Using Critical Whiteness and intersectionality as driving theories, I engaged with
deconstruction of privilege alongside student participants. Through culture circle conversations,
all participants discussed ways that we have experienced and understood diversity. Then,
returning to those conversations, we reflected on how we have demonstrated White normativity,
White complicity, and epistemologies of ignorance. We also discovered ways in which we
engage in maintenance and reproduction of stereotypes regarding Appalachia, particularly the
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political divisions in the region that contribute to the instantiation of White liberalism. We
subsequently connected this White liberalism to the context of Appalachia and higher education,
highlighting ways that we maintain privilege within the system of higher education. There were
both group and individual journeys of deconstruction evident, and using these lessons of praxis,
these journeys may now continue through their own efforts to engage in anti-racism and
disruption of power.
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